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Abstract 
Animation, both in film and on television, has long been regarded as a playful, subversive 
medium that is free to communicate countercultural messages, as it is not bound by the 
use of tangible sets and cinematographic conventions associated with live-action 
productions. American animation has a longstanding tradition of questioning the 
dominant sociopolitical ideologies that guide American citizens, both at home and 
abroad. This thesis examines FOX's animated television sitcoms, The Simpsons (1989-
present) and King of the Hill (1997-present) and discusses the satirical strategies used in 
these series to make viewers aware of the difficulties that arise when we try to define 
'American culture' in an increasingly global world. Factors that complicate attempts to 
name general characteristics and symbols that 'sum up' America and the American way 
of life, such as regionalism, immigration, and globalization, are explored in detail as they 
are represented and negotiated in these popular series. 
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Introduction: On First Looking Into Groening's Homer 
When we think about the roles and functions that television, as an artistic 
medium, serves in contemporary society, it is important to consider the varying societal 
and cultural attitudes and sociopolitical climates that have accompanied television's 
development over the last half a century. For instance, when the television set started to 
become the cornerstone of many North American living-room arrangements in the early 
1950s, the Second World War was still fresh in people's minds, and the Cold War was 
off to an unsettling start. It is no surprise, then, that much of early television's most well-
known and beloved programming promoted stability and frequently displayed images of 
promise and prosperity. The situation comedy, or sitcom, in particular, was the perfect 
breeding ground for messages that aimed to uphold a desirable status quo, one that 
involved solidarity within the nuclear family household and a mass consumerism that 
served to fuel America's postwar economy and put on a prosperous display for the 
Soviets. 
In other words, lighthearted family-centered comedies like Leave It to Beaver 
(1957-1963) and Father Knows Best (1954-1960) were intended to reinforce the notion 
that the ideal American family consists of a strong male provider who heads the family, a 
doting wife and mother who runs the household with the aid of the latest appliances and 
cleaning products and two or three children who entertain the viewer with their innocence 
and mischief and frequently turn to their parents for help and guidance. Moreover, the 
commercials that interrupted these family sitcoms told American viewers exactly which 
products to buy in order to conform to the idealistic images found in their favourite 
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programs and to perform their patriotic duty in upholding American democracy and 
capitalism in the face of communist threats from the East. Indeed, because Americans felt 
culturally and politically threatened, television, in its infancy, was used primarily as a 
mouthpiece for government and big business to communicate the benefits of conformity 
and consumerism. 
However, it is also important to note that these messages of stability and 
conformity came from live-action sitcoms, depicted through the use of physically 
tangible actors and sets. This tangibility gave early sitcoms a realistic, natural appeal that 
made their cultural messages easy for viewers to accept and digest. Because these 
programs sought to reinforce the status quo and because they were aesthetically 
believable, viewers were able to comfortably enjoy their entertainment value while 
absorbing the conformist agendas communicated in these series. However, the early days 
of television included other entertainment formats that contributed their own cultural and 
sociopolitical agendas to the mix. Following its demise as a staple in American cinemas, 
animation found a home on television, and it was not long before a number of clever 
animators created their own version of the family sitcom, one that simultaneously 
mimicked and opposed the messages found in its live-action counterparts. 
In 1960, William Hanna and Joseph Barbera's The Flintstones (1960-1966) 
debuted in prime-time and offered a satirical, 'stone-age' perspective on many of the 
readily accepted messages and aesthetic conventions of the live-action family sitcom. 
Because early television sitcoms were preoccupied with promoting patriotism and 
promising an American victory in the Cold War, The Flintstones routinely poked fun of 
the fervour surrounding American consumerism, celebrity culture and the Space Race. In 
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other words, the animated version of the family sitcom began to pose questions regarding 
the nature and function of television in the everyday lives of American viewers. 
Furthermore, the witty dialogue and simple drawings were used to question the validity 
of the cultural messages and political agendas that live-action television programming 
commonly espoused. Because these questions were coming from an animated program, a 
genre often dismissed as 'kids' stuff,' and because the somewhat distorted aesthetic 
characteristics of animation negate the 'natural' or 'realistic' qualities of the family 
sitcom, any countercultural messages put forth by The Flintstones were allowed to enter 
American households without being deemed harmful, or worse, un-American. 
The success enjoyed by The Flintstones started an American animation tradition 
that has reemerged in recent years and is continuing to raise questions about television's 
influence in our lives and the messages that television broadcasts into our homes. Since 
The Flintstones emerged in 1960 as the first animated television series aired during 
prime-time and aimed at adults, there have been many attempts to use animation to 
explore adult themes. By far the most successful attempt is the recent crop of prime-time 
animated works that started with The Simpsons (1989-present) in the early 1990s. One 
key difference between contemporary animated television series and The Flintstones is 
that contemporary series, like The Simpsons, have experienced greater longevity and raise 
questions about a much broader range of issues than their Hanna-Barbera predecessors. 
This increase in popularity and breadth of satiric range can be attributed to a drastic 
increase in the number of functions that television has come to serve and the number of 
messages and hidden agendas that can be gleaned from contemporary television series. 
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In other words, contemporary television viewers have a lot more choice in what 
they want to watch as the influx of cable television networks and phenomena such as 
'reality' television have added greatly to the number of functions that television can 
serve. Moreover, a greater number of people have access to television as a means of 
communicating their sociopolitical agendas to the general public. Furthermore, the 
Internet, with popular websites such as YouTube, has also greatly expanded the number 
of cultural messages available to be digested as well as the number of people producing 
and disseminating these messages. This increase in the variety available to television 
viewers is correlated with an increase in the number of questions raised by satirical 
programming like the animated sitcoms currently aired in prime-time. 
As media and technology expert Douglas Rushkoff states: 
[T]he American media machine may have been fostered by those hoping 
to market products and develop a consumer mindset in our population. As 
media analysts from Marshall McLuhan to Noam Chomsky have shown, 
television and printed news cater to the corporate and political entities 
who created them and keep them in business. You don't need a conspiracy 
theory to figure out the basic operating principles of Madison or 
Pennsylvania Avenues. But even if the original intentions of the media 
were to manipulate the American psyche by deadening our senses and 
winning over our hearts and minds to prepackaged ideologies, this strategy 
has finally backfired. (4-5) 
Although television has long been used to reinforce the ideals and ideologies of 
government and big business in the United States, it has also developed a longstanding 
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tradition of hiding countercultural messages in programs that appear, at least at first 
glance, to be harmless. Rushkoff goes on: 
The first step toward empowerment is to realize that no one takes the 
mainstream media any more seriously than you do. Having been raised on 
a diet of media manipulation, we are all becoming aware of the ingredients 
that go into these machinations. Children raised hearing and speaking a 
language always understand it better than adults who attempt to learn its 
rules. [...] Likewise, people weaned on media understand its set of 
symbols better than its creators and see through the carefully camouflaged 
attempts at mind control. And now Americans feel free to talk back to 
their TV sets with their mouths, their remote controls, their joysticks, their 
telephones, and even their dollars. Television has become an interactive 
experience. (5) 
The process of learning and understanding, to which Rushkoff is referring, serves as an 
apt description of the satirical strategies employed by a series like The Simpsons. 
Moreover, Rushkoff s claim that people who grew up on media and understand its codes 
and conventions better than its creators is an apt description of the writers and animators 
who produce The Simpsons and its animated successors. Indeed, The Simpsons creator 
Matt Groening, as well as the vast team of Ivy League educated writers and producers 
that work on the series, is representative of the Baby-Boomer generation, which is the 
first generation of people to have grown up with television sets in their homes, 
completely unaware of what life was like before television. Thus, Groening and company 
grew up watching the idealistic sitcoms of the 1950s and 1960s and are intimately 
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familiar with the aesthetic codes and conventions they use to create meaning and to 
emphasize the ideals to which viewers are supposed to aspire. 
Now that television production is in the hands of the Boomers: 
Television has become increasingly self-reflective over the decades. 
Consider an early Monty Python classic in which John Cleese and his 
companions find themselves lost in a jungle, without food and threatened 
by dangerous savages. At the height of desperation Cleese turns full face 
to the camera and announces to the viewers that this is, after all, a film 
story. And if it is, there must be a camera crew present that can show them 
the way to safety. The 'local reality' of the film world is thus broken, and 
the camera crew appears on screen. Alas, the ensuing discussion reveals 
that they, too, are lost. And then, in a move of ultimate irony— 
crystallizing our utter incarceration in constructed worlds—the Python 
film crew concludes that they, too, are subjects in a film. There must be, 
then, a second film crew who is depicting their discussion. The second-
order crew is then revealed, with the audience now standing at the edge of 
an infinite egress. (Gergen 136) 
This 'infinite egress' is indeed the very same territory that postmodern, reflexive 
series like The Simpsons and its successors {King of the Hill (1997-present), South Park 
(1997-present), Family Guy (1999-present), American Dad (2005-present) etc.) have 
occupied since the early 1990s. Given the immense popularity and longevity of these 
contemporary animated television series, it is important to consider the cultural messages 
articulated in these works. Moreover, throughout its development as an art form in the 
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United States1, animation has proven itself to be a perfect breeding ground for 
countercultural messages; therefore, it is also important to consider what exactly is being 
subverted in animated programs and what narrative and aesthetic strategies are being 
used to achieve this subversion. 
This study will focus on the Fox Network's The Simpsons and King of the Hill as 
they, with their Baby Boomer creators, both present significant challenges to some of 
America's most firmly entrenched and beloved television conventions. With the 
exception of a couple of insightful edited collections (Alberti 2004; Stabile and Harrison 
2003), the current body of research on The Simpsons has relied on anthropological or 
sociological frameworks to explain animation's growth in popularity since the early 
1990s. Moreover, The Simpsons has been used by political scientists, philosophers, 
sociologists, psychologists and theologians as a pedagogical 'springboard' to discuss 
important theories and concepts in their respective fields. However, little research has 
been done to understand this series as work of art or to explore the textual strategies that 
make it such a relevant, entertaining and formidable source of social commentary. The 
long-running King of the Hill is equally underappreciated, and academic research on this 
series is virtually non-existent.2 This thesis will expand on this research by examining the 
aesthetic value of animated television. Furthermore, this work will bridge a longstanding 
gap between the field of animation studies, which tends to neglect television, and the 
field of television studies, which tends to neglect animation. 
1
 Other countries have their own animation traditions and will not be discussed in this study. For 
information on animation's development in other parts of the world, see: Bendazzi, Giannalberto. Cartoons: 
One Hundred Years of Cinema Animation. Indianapolis: Indiana UP, 1994. 
2
 As of this writing, M. Keith Booker's chapter on King of the Hill stands alone as the most detailed 
academic work on the series. See Booker, M. Keith. Drawn to Television: Prime-Time Animation from The 
Flintstones to Family Guy. London: Praeger, 2006. 
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Of course, The Simpsons and King of the Hill represent the beginning of a prime-
time animation boom that has continued to grow, and series such as Trey Parker and Matt 
Stone's South Park and Seth McFarlane's Family Guy are also enjoying success in 
prime-time. However, this study excludes these series as they represent a younger 
generation of animators,3 and the foci of their social commentaries are significantly 
different from that of the Boomer-created series that preceded them. While Boomers such 
as Matt Groening and Mike Judge use their series to attack the idyllic and insular live-
action sitcoms that they watched as children in the 1950s and 1960s, the newest 
generation of animators is aiming its satiric barbs at its own genre and focuses primarily 
on issues of censorship and originality, basing much of their humour on obscenity and 
often making metatextual and intertextual references that demonstrate their creators' need 
to set their work apart from the cultural behemoth that is The Simpsons. As this study is 
largely concerned with how the Boomers have responded to the television conventions of 
the 1950s-1980s, detailed discussion of how Gen X is changing America's animation 
tradition falls outside of the aims of this project.4 
South Park, for example, has carved out a niche for itself by focusing its satiric 
gaze through the eyes of children. Aesthetically, the series is unique in that its extremely 
crude animation style is meant to look like paper cut-outs, effectively mimicking the 
magazine cut-out collages often made by grade school children.5 From a narrative 
standpoint, all of the societal issues and institutions that come under attack in The 
3
 Parker, Stone and McFarlane were all born in the late 1960s-early 1970s and represent Generation X. 
4
 For information on the aesthetic style and satirical strategies of South Park and Family Guy, see: Booker, 
M. Keith. Drawn to Television: Prime-Time Animation from The Flintstones to Family Guv. London: 
Praeger, 2006. 
5
 The pilot was actually filmed using stop-motion animation of paper cut-outs and subsequent episodes 
were computer animated to match the style of the pilot (Booker 149). 
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Simpsons and King of the Hill: sexuality, religion, race, celebrity culture, substance 
abuse, government (to name a few) are present in South Park, but with a new twist. 
Parker and Stone's satire, which is centered around the lives of four fourth graders: Eric 
Cartman and Stan Marsh, voiced by Trey Parker, and Kyle Broflovski and Kenny 
McCormick, voiced by Matt Stone, effectively sheds light on how these issues, and by 
extension, television's treatment of these issues, effect children. Furthermore, South Park 
obliterates any false hopes that children can be entirely sheltered from these issues. In 
fact, a common problem that drives the plot in many episodes of South Park is an 
obvious disconnect between parents and their children; children's natural curiosity about 
adult issues often leads them into trouble, and the parents offer very little in the way of 
effective guidance. Hence, children are left to their own devices and often turn to the 
schoolyard and to television for answers. Kenny, for example, is often portrayed as the 
boys' resident sex expert (ironically, though, his knowledgeable comments are always 
muffled by his snowsuit) and is the only one of the group that actually knows what a 
'dildo' is, though all of the boys use the term liberally (Booker 129). 
Family Guy has also made some clever alterations to the animated family sitcom 
genre that are largely underappreciated. Most notable are the characters Stewie the baby 
and Brian (Seth MacFarlane) the family dog. The baby and the dog are archetypes found 
in countless live-action sitcoms and in The Simpsons, but they are usually bit characters 
that serve as fodder for the occasional one-off gag. In Family Guy, though, these usually 
silent characters are given a voice; in fact, they are the most complex, articulate 
characters in the series, often providing witty, biting commentary on the idiocy of the 
other characters. Stewie and Brian, then, are part of another satirical strategy that Family 
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Guy uses to shock and offend the audience. That is to say, obscenity is not the only 
shocking aspect of the series. MacFarlane's series also flouts many of television's visual 
and narrative conventions, toying with the viewer's sense of how the typical sitcom 
operates, often to the point of irritation. As Booker notes, "Family Guy produces some of 
its funniest moments not in the actual plots of individual episodes but in the numerous 
brief comedy bits that are inserted into each episode, generally having little or nothing to 
do with the actual plot [...]" (89). Furthermore, any given episode is usually punctuated 
by a number of flashbacks, "usually nonsensical memories of bizarre past events that are 
either completely disconnected from or inconsistent with the overall narrative of the 
program" (90). This flagrant use of nonsequiturs has become one of the series most 
distinctive characteristics, and as a result: 
Family Guy [looks] less like a finished product and more like a work in 
progress, a weekly 'bull session' in which the writers bounced jokes off of 
one another with frenzied abandon - and then kept in all of the jokes, 
good or bad, knowing that the laughter engendered by the good gags 
would more than compensate for the groans arising from the bad ones" 
(Erickson316). 
In other words, Family Guy does not aspire toward the slick, satirical 'perfection' 
of The Simpsons. Rather, Family Guy eschews slick production and tidy scripts in favour 
of a more raw form of satire that does more to raise the viewer's awareness of just how 
firmly entrenched certain television conventions have become. Any irritation experienced 
at Family Guy's carefree approach to the general rules of narrative structure should be 
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considered a brief reprieve from the manipulative grip usually experienced while 
watching popular sitcoms. 
Though animation is often dismissed as 'kids' stuff,' current prime-time animated 
series remove all doubt that animation can be a purely adult form of entertainment.6 
Therefore, this study will consider television animation as adult entertainment for a 
Western, English-speaking audience and will focus on adult themes and concerns as they 
are represented in The Simpsons and King of the Hill J These themes serve an important 
social function as they often attempt to undermine the erroneous perceptions and 
stereotypes perpetuated by the dominant culture. The fact that animated works are drawn, 
modeled or created by computer instead of being staged in 'real' locations allows them to 
represent society and the world in visually distorted and subversive ways. In other words, 
human characters on The Simpsons, with their yellow skin and extreme overbites, 
demonstrate a departure from the 'true-to-life' versions of the human form found in live-
action sitcoms. Though they are recognized as human, the characters' exaggerated and 
somewhat grotesque appearance signals to the viewer that the actions taking place on 
screen are not concurrent with reality and are therefore not offensive. In this way, 
animated works are able to present countercultural ideas to their audience without overtly 
condemning the dominant culture.8 Moreover, animation's distorted representation of 
6
 South Park and Family Guy are both introduced with disclaimers explicitly stating that their content is not 
appropriate for children. 
7
 The Simpsons is broadcast in many non-Western, non-English speaking countries, but it is viewed 
primarily as children's entertainment in other parts of the world, possibly due to the non-Western viewer's 
unfamiliarity with the broad array of Western cultural references embedded in the series. Esko Hellgren has 
recently completed a thesis analyzing the efficacy of subtitles in helping Finnish viewers comprehend some 
of these references. (Hellgren, Esko. "Translation of Allusions in the Animated Cartoon The Simpsons." 
University of Helsinki, 2007.) 
8
 Animation is similar to science fiction in that it presents countercultural ideas in a non-threatening format. 
As Polish science fiction writer and theorist Stanislaw Lem, notes: "Even when the happenings it describes 
are totally impossible, science fiction work may still point out meaningful, indeed rational problems" (37). 
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Western society distances viewers from the subject matter, allowing them to be more 
objective and critical of themselves. 
In order to better understand animation's role as a tool of sociopolitical 
subversion, Chapter One will conduct a detailed analysis of animation's development as a 
subversive art form. As it metamorphosed from short films used as segues between live-
action theatrical films into feature length films and television series, animation became 
increasingly useful as a means of registering dissatisfaction with the status quo. Through 
a discussion of cartoon irreverence, this chapter will address Linda Hutcheon's work on 
postmodern irony, particularly her claim that postmodern irony is limited in its ability to 
achieve political aims due to its reluctance to choose sides on any given issue.9 Therefore, 
this chapter will consider The Simpsons and King of the Hill as examples of postmodern 
parody and satire and discuss the ways in which they address sensitive political issues. 
This discussion of cartoon irreverence on television is important to this project as a whole 
as I will be analyzing representations of cultural and racial tensions in American 
animated television shows, and arguing that these shows undermine the status quo and 
challenge cultural/racial misconceptions and stereotypes found in Western culture. 
Therefore, it is important to consider whether this type of subversion is even possible 
using the form of humour found in my chosen primary texts. 
In answer to Hutcheon's discussion of postmodern irony, Chapter One will argue 
that animation as a medium, free from the usual constraints of live-action productions, 
has the ability to foster a greater political awareness in its audience than the typical live-
Hutcheon, Linda. "The Power of Postmodern Irony." Genre. Trope. Gender: Essays by Northrop Frve. 
Linda Hutcheon and Shirley Neuman. Ed. Barry Rutland. Ottawa: Carleton University Press, 
1992. 33-49. 
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action sitcom. This awareness is often created by showing the viewer scenes and 
situations that would be too difficult or too costly to stage in live-action. Moreover, 
audiences have come to expect cartoons to be somewhat irreverent as television 
animation has had to rely on witty dialogue and subversive plots to compensate for the 
fact that television animation is considered to be less visually appealing than cinema 
animation, due to the relatively small budgets of television production (Wells, Smarter 
than the Average 19). 
The latter portion of Chapter One will examine the specific sociopolitical aims 
that I will explore in my primary texts. Since this thesis is examining what American 
cartoons have to offer in terms of defining American culture and identity (nationally and 
internationally), Chapter One will expound America's status as a cultural 'empire' and 
discuss the ways in which this status is conveyed to the audience in The Simpsons and 
King of the Hill. America as an empire will also be a key theme in the ensuing chapters. 
Central to this discussion is Amy Kaplan's introduction to the book Cultures of United 
States Imperialism, which draws attention to American cultural studies' tendency to 
neglect America's imperialist ambitions (I will focus on the concept of cultural 
imperialism) and their impact on foreign relations.11 Kaplan argues that American 
cultural studies are insular, focusing primarily on racial tensions within U.S. borders, and 
that this insularity provides an incomplete view of America's role in an increasingly 
global world. 
10
 Television animation uses 'limited animation,' which involves less movement and simpler backgrounds 
than film animation. For a more detailed discussion of the technical aspects of animation production see: 
Culhane, Shamus. Animation from Script to Screen. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1988. 
Neuwirth, Allan. Makin' Toons: Inside the Most Popular Animated TV Shows and Movies. New York: 
Allworth Press, 2003. 
Kaplan, Amy, and Donald E. Pease, eds. Cultures of United States Imperialism. London: Duke 
UP, 1993. 
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Kaplan's work calls for an honest examination of American foreign relations hinging on 
the notion that foreign relations are influenced by cultural tensions within America. This 
examination, Kaplan argues, will call into question the manner in which national borders 
are defined and maintained as internal political issues spill over into the international 
arena. Hence, Chapters Two and Three will demonstrate the relationship between internal 
and external cultural tensions as they are depicted in The Simpsons and King of the Hill. 
As noted earlier, the variety of programming available to contemporary viewers 
has increased exponentially in recent decades, as have the methods and range of 
dissemination. Indeed, many popular American television products, including The 
Simpsons, are broadcast around the globe. This proliferation of American cultural 
products, related to the phenomenon most often called 'globalization,' has left academics 
in a number of fields wondering how foreign cultures are reacting to, and being changed 
by, their exposure to American television. Chris Barker asks: "Is cultural identity 
something to be kept 'pure' or something to be enlarged and enriched through mixing and 
matching?" (1). Barker's question highlights one of the great debates of our time: is the 
globalization of television something to be embraced as it brings cultures together and 
promotes understanding and tolerance, or is it something to be feared as it threatens to 
homogenize the world and force the whole world to be more like the United States? 
Given that the current climate in international relations is characterized by a lot of 
anxiety and upset over America's involvement in the Middle East, it is all too easy to 
label the United States as an imperialist, at least from an economic or militaristic 
standpoint. However, it is much more difficult to assess America's status as a cultural 
imperialist. What does America have to gain from broadcasting Friends (1994-2004) in 
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over one-hundred countries? In order to better understand American cultural imperialism, 
it is first necessary to unpack the term 'cultural imperialism,' as its relationship with 
television is complex. Therefore, Chapters Two and Three will consider this term in two 
parts, examining American 'culture' and 'imperialism' respectively. 
Chapter Two will focus on the ways in which my primary texts portray cultural 
tensions within the United States, looking closely at some of the obstacles that arise when 
trying to define American culture and discussing some of the complex factors that 
contribute to American identity. The role of regionalism and the fact that Americans are 
actually a diverse people occupying a diverse landscape will be addressed. The ways in 
which The Simpsons and King of the Hill portray key relationships between American 
people and the unique regions and communities in which they live will be used to 
deconstruct the notion that there is a unified American identity guiding American cultural 
imperialism. Furthermore, Chapter Two will also discuss immigration as an important 
component of American culture and identity. Extensive research has been done on 
tensions between white America and the African American and Latino communities; 
therefore, my treatment of cultural tensions will center on the Asian diaspora, which 
figures prominently in both The Simpsons and King of the Hill and has not been 
adequately explored. I will analyze characters like Apu (Hank Azaria) and Kahn (Toby 
Huss), both of whom demonstrate the complexities associated with an attempt to achieve 
the American Dream while maintaining important aspects of one's original national 
identity. Basing my analysis on theories of cultural 'hybridity,' I will look at examples of 
12
 Both of these terms are extremely complex and their usage varies across academic disciplines and 
contexts. For the purposes of this project, 'culture' refers primarily to works of art and popular symbols that 
connote American identity, and 'imperialism' refers to the exportation of said works and symbols to other 
countries. 
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community interactions between Kahn and Apu and their Western neighbours in order to 
draw attention to the social commentary provided by these interactions. 
Furthermore, Chapter Two will discuss how the American Dream and the 
suburban neighbourhood have been changed by non-Americans moving in to pursue the 
dream. That is to say, The Simpsons and King of the Hill suggest that the highly 
individualistic, consumer-driven dream can benefit from contributions made by 
immigrants coming from cultures that are more community oriented. In other words, 
'keeping up with the Joneses' becomes a novel experience when the 'Joneses' hail from 
India or Laos. By focusing on suburban communities rather than the monolithic nation in 
its entirety, The Simpsons and King of the Hill effectively demonstrate that the social 
impacts of immigration cannot be fully understood in terms of a simple self/other 
dichotomy in which the Western 'Self is frightened and bemused by the Eastern 'Other." 
Moreover, there is a mutual 'Othering' that takes place in which Western characters are 
shown to be just as strange and frightening to their Eastern neighbours. 
Chapter Three will conduct a detailed analysis of episodes in which the Simpsons 
and the Hills visit other countries. As a visual medium that is drawn rather than staged, it 
is easy for animated programs to include world travel in their plots and to play with the 
concepts of 'space' and 'time' in ways that cause the viewer to question how national 
boundaries and territories are constructed and defined. I will examine episodes such as 
The Simpsons' "Thirty Minutes Over Tokyo" (10.23) and King of the HiWs "Returning 
Japanese" (6.21), both of which portray the nuclear family on vacation in Japan. My 
discussion of world travel, as it is depicted in these episodes, will focus on interactions 
Emmerton 17 
between Western and non-Western characters as well as interactions between Western 
characters and foreign settings. 
Chapter Three will also contain a discussion of globalization and cultural 
imperialism, addressing the argument that the world is becoming homogenous and 
primarily 'Westernized' as a result of global tourism and the spread of mass media, 
particularly television. By analyzing representations of world travel and the spread of 
television in The Simpsons and King of the Hill, this discussion will illuminate the 
complexities associated with cultural transmission across national borders. Indeed, these 
shows demonstrate that national borders are not as solid as one might like to think. 
Cultural imperialism, as it is depicted in these shows, is a mutual exchange in which both 
visitor and host are changed by their contact with one another. Thus, cultures, as well as 
the borders that supposedly contain culture, are shown to be permeable and subject to 
constant change. Therefore, the degree to which America can actually control or direct its 
supposed cultural imperialism will be considered; various examples from The Simpsons 
and King of the Hill suggest that the United States has little, if any, control over how its 
cultural products are interpreted and manipulated by viewers in foreign countries after the 
initial introduction. 
Ultimately, Chapter Three will complement my discussion of cultural hybridity 
within the United States by demonstrating that international relations are driven by the 
same processes taking place within the suburban American neighbourhood. World travel 
and technology have changed the way we think about the world and the borders that have 
traditionally been used to divide that world into discrete categories of 'Us' and 'Them.' 
Hence, America's status as a colonizer, engaging in acts of cultural imperialism, is not 
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absolute. Both The Simpsons and King of the Hill are asking the viewer to question the 
often assumed superiority of Western culture and to think about how Western culture is, 
in fact, changing due to interaction with foreign cultures. 
More specifically, verbal irony and visual distortion are combined to reflect 
'distortions' that exist in Western society's perceptions of foreign cultures. Many 
postcolonial theories, such as Homi K. Bhabha's cultural 'hybridity' can be applied to the 
stereotypical representations of foreign cultures and places found in animated works. The 
concept of cultural 'hybridity' is of particular interest to this thesis as The Simpsons and 
King of the Hill contain several examples of immigrant characters living in North 
America; indeed, there are several instances where the plot lines of entire episodes focus 
on issues surrounding immigration and the 'blending' of cultures that occurs when non-
Western immigrants join a Western community. Both the visual appearance of such 
characters on screen as well as their actions and dialogue form an interesting commentary 
on cultural 'hybridity' that needs to be explored in greater detail. 
It is important to consider not only how culture and place are visually represented 
in animation, but also how animated characters interact with their surroundings, and with 
the audience, on a verbal level. That is to say, it is important to take a closer look at the 
messages conveyed by the writers as well as the animators. The current body of research 
on animated works tends to keep the visual aspects of animation and the written content 
separate from one another. This study will be an important addition to this body of 
knowledge in that it will explore the synergy between the written and visual components 
of animated works. Given the virtually boundless visual possibilities of the animated 
medium, these writers have the freedom to explore issues and situations that are often 
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ignored by live action film and television due to the difficulties associated with using live 
actors and sets. An in-depth analysis of satirical American television shows will draw 
attention to the United States' imperial relationships with other nations and the ways in 
which these relationships are being criticized within American cultural discourse. A close 
study of the subtle inner workings of animated texts will reveal that their aim is not only 
to entertain us and make us laugh, but also to make us think seriously about what we are 
laughing at and why. Animated works use a rich and diverse visual medium, combined 
with witty, satirical writing to increase Western society's awareness of the 
misconceptions that foil our interaction with cultures other than our own. 
From the post-war era to the present, these cross-cultural interactions have been 
taking place with increasing frequency, leading to the phenomenon commonly referred to 
as 'globalization.' It is interesting to note that both the demise of the British empire and 
the rise of the United States as a global power coincided with the introduction of a new 
artistic medium, one that has proliferated exponentially over the last half century and that 
continues to broadcast both fact and fiction across international boundaries. Television 
has since been used in a variety of ways to depict the long and complex relationship 
between Britain, the 'mother country,' and America, a young upstart on the global stage. 
Moreover, television often depicts this relationship as that of a parent and its unruly child. 
The following lines, delivered by the ubiquitous animated sitcom character, Homer 
Simpson (Dan Castellaneta), as he begs Queen Elizabeth II to forgive him for his 
outrageous behaviour during a family trip to England in the episode "The Regina 
Monologues" (15.04), exemplify the perceived familial bond between America and Great 
Britain: 
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Please, your majesty, I know that I, like many other Americans, have 
behaved like a total buffoon. But we Americans are England's children! I 
know we don't call as often as we should, and we aren't as well behaved as 
our goody-two shoes brother, Canada. Who, by the way has never had a 
girlfriend... (whispers) I'm just sayin'... But please, find it in your jewel 
encrusted heart to forgive me. 
Homer's plea acknowledges that America's rise to power has taken place under 
England's watchful eye and metaphorically places the United States in the position of the 
rebellious child, determined to conduct its affairs in its own way and on its own terms.13 
Indeed, earlier in the same episode, while trapped in one of England's notorious traffic 
'roundabouts,' Homer executes a risky maneuver to exit the traffic circle and exclaims: 
"That's it! I'm acting the way America acts best.. .unilaterally!" 
Television, in this case, is drawing our attention to the ways in which the United 
States has deviated from the imperial example set by its parent country, Britain. 
Therefore, it is important to consider television's contributions to defining America's 
identity as an empire with an imperial agenda. Television itself is a pervasive medium 
with the capacity to disseminate American cultural products and ideology to other parts 
of the globe and, as a result, America is often accused of engaging in 'cultural 
imperialism' as the forces of globalization supposedly threaten to culturally homogenize 
or 'Westernize' the world. However, television is as complex and multifaceted as it is 
pervasive; therefore, the effects that American television has upon delivery to other 
13
 Furthermore, this episode demonstrates how the divisions between American culture and British culture 
can be difficult to determine as British pop culture phenomena often take root in the United States as well. 
As Homer is dragged off to jail for crashing his car into the Queen's carriage, he exclaims: "Our Beatles 
are better than your Rolling Stones!" As both bands hail from England, Homer's comment demonstrates 
the American tendency to appropriate cultural products from its parent nation. 
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nations are not so easily understood. Hence, this thesis will focus on America's status as 
a cultural 'empire,' paying particular attention to the ways in which television reflects 
upon its own roles in spreading American culture to foreign places. 
Furthermore, the parent-child analogy, used to describe the relationship between 
Britain and America, will be used as a means of exploring how America has set itself 
apart from the model of empire set forth by Britain. Niall Ferguson poses an important 
question with regards to America's ties to Britain: 
America today still bears the indelible stamp of the colonial era, when, for 
the better part of two centuries, the majority of white settlers on the 
eastern seaboard were from the British Isles. [...] America is the heir to 
the Empire in both senses: offspring in the colonial era, successor today. 
Perhaps the most burning question of American politics is: Should the 
United States seek to shed or to shoulder the imperial load it has inherited? 
(ix-x) 
Ferguson's question is an important one, however, the 'imperial load' that the United 
States has supposedly inherited from Britain is not necessarily the same load that it was 
centuries earlier when British settlers first began to set up colonies in foreign territories. 
Ferguson's phrasing suggests that America can simply choose whether or not to become 
what Great Britain once was. However, changes and advancements in cultural production 
and artistic media have altered the way that empires do business. Postmodern theorist 
Jean Beaudrillard poetically addresses the 'shrinking globe' that is the result of 
technology and globalization in his essay "The Ecstasy of Communication:" 
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This is the time of miniaturization, telecommand and the microprocession 
of time, bodies, pleasures. There is no longer any ideal principle for these 
things at a higher level, on a human scale. What remains are only 
concentrated effects, miniaturized and immediately available. [...] The 
countryside, the immense geographic countryside, seems to be a deserted 
body whose expanse and dimensions appear arbitrary (and which is boring 
to cross even if one leaves the main highways), as soon as all events are 
epitomized in the towns, themselves undergoing reduction to a few 
miniaturized highlights. And time: what can be said about this immense 
free time we are left with, a dimension henceforth useless in its unfolding, 
as soon as the instantaneity of communication has miniaturized our 
exchanges into a succession of instants? (129) 
The world that Baudrillard is describing is clearly not the same world that the British set 
out to conquer centuries ago. America does not rely on settlers and colonies to spread its 
culture and ideology to other parts of the globe. Television, instead, has shouldered that 
'burden,' and; therefore, needs to be better understood as a colonizing force. Both The 
Simpsons and King of the Hill offer a strong indication that America's cultural products, 
and the technology used to distribute them around the world, are subject to forces beyond 
America's control. 
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Chapter One: Television Animation as Irreverent Art: What The Simpsons and 
King of the Hill Contribute to America's Animation Tradition 
From its beginnings in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
animation, as a medium, has been noted by theorists and critics for its playful and 
subversive tendencies. Since animated characters and settings are not governed or 
regimented by the laws of physics, it can be argued that animation has the potential to 
perform "what Monty Python animator Terry Gilliam has called 'wonderful acts of 
smuggling' in regard to representing or expressing different viewpoints, ideas and 
emotional states" (Wells, Animation and America 5). Animation scholar Paul Wells 
states: 
In the American context, it is especially the case that animation in all its 
forms, not merely those played for laughs, has served to operate as a 
distorting and re-positioning parallel genre both to established live-action 
film and television texts (and their predominantly conservative codes of 
representation), but more importantly, to society in general. (Animation 
and America 5) 
Wells' comment works well to describe and articulate the aims of various animated texts 
that emerged during the prime-time animation 'booms' of the 1960s and 1990s. During 
each of these decades, viewers were inundated with animated television programs that 
closely followed the format and conventions of the prime-time family sitcom. 
In 1960, the then fledgling network, ABC started airing The Flintstones: "the first 
animated prime-time series that focused on a single scenario and set of characters that 
were originally created for prime time" (Booker 1). In late 1989, the also fledgling 
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network, FOX took a similar risk when it added The Simpsons to its prime-time schedule. 
Each of these series was followed by a rash of animated programming that mimicked the 
family sitcom format and targeted the same audience, namely adults and their children. 
However, it was apparent in 1960, and again in 1989, that The Flintstones and The 
Simpsons, though their representations of the nuclear family were easily recognizable, 
had an agenda that went well beyond pacifying children in American households. 
The Flintstones, for example, "remained fresh by observing the fads, foibles and 
personalities of its era through a comically exaggerated Stone Age perspective" (Erickson 
337). Though the animated medium made the show appealing to children, its satirical 
representations of the space race, consumerism and rock music, to name just a few of its 
primary targets, resonated with an adult audience during the Cold War (Erickson 337). 
The Simpsons, which often makes intertextual references to its Stone Age predecessor, 
not only points out society's foibles, but also satirizes television itself along with its 
formats and conventions, particularly those of the family sitcom. Furthermore, The 
Simpsons has moved beyond its status as a television series to become "a shorthand for 
several generations in need of collapsing baffling modern-day situations into powerful 
folkloric parallels" (Coupland xii). In other words, the series has reached cult status with 
a dedicated fan base comprised of people who regularly draw on the show's impressive 
lexicon to create meaning in their day-to-day lives. 
It is readily apparent that series such as The Simpsons and its immediate 
descendents, which also air during the FOX network's prime-time line up: King of the 
Hill, Family Guy (1999- ), and American Dad (2005-), aim to use the family sitcom 
format as a means of representing the shortcomings of American society. The question 
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that plagues those who study the cultural relevance of these series is whether or not they 
present the viewer with viable solutions to America's problems or make an attempt to 
advance a moral agenda that attacks the political corruptions and injustices that are 
continually lampooned in these series. It has been noted that: 
The Simpsons satirizes contemporary culture deftly, with Wilde precision 
and at Swift extremes. An important recurring theme is the role of 
morality, or lack thereof, in the lives of Springfield citizens. In this 
respect, The Simpsons is rather like existentialist literature, both of which 
diagnose, in different ways, but arguably with equal aplomb, the moral 
crisis of the present age. (Holt 179) 
As Holt suggests, the function of prime-time animated satire is to 'diagnose' the moral 
dilemmas of a postmodern society. This diagnosis often comes about through the use of 
postmodern irony, which is a tool that animated series such as The Simpsons use on a 
regular basis to generate humour and scathing critique. 
However, the use of postmodern irony proves problematic for anyone arguing that 
animated series offer viewers a satisfactory way to solve their moral dilemmas. As Linda 
Hutcheon notes, "[the] single most problematic issue surrounding the postmodern use of 
irony is not its efficacy or its interest as a means of political consciousness-raising or 
deconstruction; it is whether this 'lightness of thoughtfulness' can go beyond the 
destabilizing and dismantling to construct something new" (45). Therefore, this chapter 
will address Hutcheon's concerns about postmodern irony's ability to 'construct 
something new.' This discussion will seek to demonstrate the relationship between 
animation's development as an artistic medium and American sociopolitical concerns. 
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More specifically, this chapter will highlight how these animated series are both a 
product, and a reflection, of America's status as a cultural empire and demonstrate how 
these series challenge America's status as a global authority when it comes to cultural 
production. 
As one of the "four major indigenous art forms" (Wells, Animation and America 
l),14 it is important to consider how animation has developed, both as an industry and as 
an art form, in the United States. Though other countries have produced notable works of 
animation, the medium "grew its deepest roots in the United States" (Bendazzi 53). 
America's domination in the field of animation is, more often than not, attributed to Walt 
Disney and the myriad of successful films and shorts produced by his studios. Disney 
masterfully combined animation's creative potential with an uncanny sense of industrial 
organization. Animation expert Giannalberto Bendazzi describes Disney's animation 
productions as follows: 
Disney's new methods of production followed a Tayloristic rationalization 
of labour: specialized teams worked at either animation, scene design, 
special effects, lay-outs or scripts; inking, colouring and filming were also 
separated. The storyboard, a sort of drawn script, helped to keep the theme 
of a film under control. As a matter of fact, the company's structure was 
like an extension of its founder's personality. (66) 
Prior to Disney's innovations, animation was thought to be "an independent, nonstudio 
endeavor, which earned respectability in museums, schools, and publications because it 
was 'artistic'" (Maltin viii). Disney used his industrial know-how to achieve the amount 
14
 According to Wells, the other three art forms indigenous to the United States are the Western (in film and 
fiction), jazz and the Broadway musical; animation has borrowed liberally from all of them. 
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of commercial success usually reserved for live-action cinema and some would argue that 
commercial success is what prevented the 'Hollywood cartoon' from achieving artistic 
"prominence or posterity" (Maltin viii). 
However, one's views on the relationship between commercial success and 
artistic merit aside, the most important consideration when attempting to understand 
Disney's contributions to animation's status as a tool of political subversion is the 
response of various animators who disagreed with his approach to animation production 
and his aesthetic ideals. Paul Wells notes: 
The Disney aesthetic carried with it clear connotations of a 'state-of-the-
art' achievement that was seemingly unsurpassable, and which was, and 
remains, embedded in the popular memory as one of the key illustrations 
of a conflation of self-evident artistry with a populist, folk, quasi-
Republican, middle-American sensibility. Disney had ensured that 'art' 
seamlessly took its place within popular culture, and created an aesthetic 
that was inextricably entwined with intrinsically American values. 
(Smarter than the Average 18) 
However, Disney's blending of 'art' and 'American values,' it was felt by many 
animators, was not representative of all of America's values. It is important to note that 
Wells mentions that Disney animation depicts a Republican sensibility. Wells goes on to 
say that Disney's approach to animation "ceased to be progressive" and that "it was a 
model of art-making which was essentially static and conservative, and arguably, 
diametrically opposed to the inherent potential of the form itself (Smarter than the 
Average 18). In other words, Disney was dedicated to upholding Republican ideals and 
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maintaining a conservative societal status quo. Any Disney employees who attempted to 
embrace the medium's subversive potential were reproached and their participation in 
future Disney productions was restricted (Wells, Smarter than the Average 18-19). 
This disagreement, coupled with frustration over Disney's wage and labour 
policies, culminated in an animator's strike in 1941, following which many of Disney's 
talented animators left the studio and sought employment elsewhere (Bendazzi 68). It 
was at this time that several of America's other well-known animation studios, such as 
Warner Brothers and Hanna-Barbera were formed. Hence, it is apparent that animation's 
development in the mid-twentieth century was largely predicated on tensions and 
politically charged differences of opinion concerning how the language of the medium 
should function in American society. Though aesthetically pleasing and entertaining, 
Disney's productions did not take advantage of "the graphic freedoms afforded by the 
simple use of lines and shapes" (Wells, Smarter than the Average 19). Moreover, Disney 
did not use his art to question or raise awareness of sociopolitical tensions within the 
United States. 
However, animation did not remain in a state of idealistic fantasy. In the years 
following World War II, "Disney's interest in animation waned as he increasingly turned 
his attention to live-action movies, nature documentaries, television, and the planning of 
his innovative amusement park" (Watts 95). Furthermore, as Stabile and Harrison note, 
"[cinematic] production of animation continued after the ascendancy of the Disney style. 
The contours of the industry were to change radically, however, in response to the 1948 
Paramount Decision (which largely ended vertical integration within the film industry) 
and the rise of television" (6). Television, as a medium with a whole new set of 
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conventions and artistic formats, allowed animation to move in new directions. 
Ultimately, television animation in the latter half of the twentieth century became an 
outlet for animators who desired to use animation as a means of addressing the American 
sociopolitical tensions that were neglected by Disney's cinematic traditions. 
With the rise of television in the 1950s and 1960s came "two distinct forms of 
televised cartoons: endlessly rerun Hollywood shorts and low-budget original programs. 
Both modes of animation were primarily used to reach the children's audience" (Mittell 
38). Though television animation was originally relegated to one of the prime viewing 
times for children, what Jason Mittell calls 'The Great Saturday Morning Exile,' the new 
medium led to various forms of experimentation which indicated that animation could 
appeal to adults and tackle adult issues as well. For example, The Bullwinkle Show (1961-
1964) and its aesthetically similar predecessor Rocky and His Friends (1959-1961) 
contained a variety of intellectually oriented jokes to reward any adult viewers who 
happened to be paying attention. To illustrate: 
[The] series villain was named Boris Badenov, a twist on the protagonist 
in Mussorgsky's opera 'Boris Godunuv' - a joke lost on the average eight 
year old but immediately scooped up by the intellectuals who'd be the 
earliest and most fervent Rocky fans. [...] This and other similar nuggets 
made the audience feel privy to an extended inside joke, poking fun at the 
foibles and pretensions of the Eisenhower era. (Erickson 679) 
It is no coincidence that The Bullwinkle Show, and many other series like it, utilized high-
brow humour that was well beyond the reach of a child audience. It is important to note 
that the "art of animation and its mode of production necessarily responded to the 
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emergent needs and economies of television" (Stabile and Harrison 6). Due to the fact 
that television productions have lower operating budgets than film productions, animators 
had to make aesthetic adjustments in order for television animation to be economically 
feasible. Furthermore, early television shows, in general, were limited by the relatively 
poor broadcast quality of the new medium (limited resolution, no colour and poor sound). 
As a result, television animation to this day relies on a technique referred to as 'limited 
animation.' 
Limited animation, characterized by simple backgrounds and minimal character 
movement, has resulted in animation productions that utilize "the ingenuity of visual 
joke-making" and "[concentrate] upon scripts and vocal performance" (Wells, Smarter 
than the Average 19). That is to say, sight gags, witty dialogue and often esoteric 
intertextual references are employed to generate interest and humour since limited 
animation is found to be less visually stimulating than the 'full animation' used in 
animated cinema productions. Arguably, it is this change in the sources of humour in 
animated works that made animation a successful choice for young networks, like ABC 
in the 1960s and FOX in the 1990s, seeking to score ratings during prime-time and set 
themselves apart from older, more established networks. Animation can have adult 
appeal and series that deal with serious cultural and sociopolitical matters continue to be 
successful in the early twenty-first century. 
Clearly, television animation and its use of adult humour developed in response to 
the restrictions of a broadcast medium, but it is difficult to ignore the fact that 
animation's development as a medium is rooted in a sociopolitical conflict between 
animators with varying opinions about the messages that animated works should convey. 
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Therefore, much of the adult-oriented animated programming currently broadcast on 
network television owes a debt of gratitude to early television animators in the post-war 
era who sought to return animation to its subversive roots. The Simpsons frequently aims 
to repay this debt by paying homage to its cartoon predecessors in the form of intertextual 
references. For example, the episode "Marge vs. The Monorail" (4.12) opens with a shot 
of Homer Simpson (Dan Castellaneta) asleep at his work console, an image accompanied 
by the opening bars of The Flintstones' theme song. This shot is followed by one of 
Homer's coworkers blowing a whistle, a la Fred Flintstone's foreman, and Homer 
shouting "Yabba Dabba Doo" as he slides down a duct and into the front seat of his car 
(breaking the passenger side window in the process). Similarly, in the episode "Bart's 
Inner Child" (5.07), Homer attempts to get rid of a 'cursed' trampoline by throwing it 
into a gorge. The mise-en-scene in this sequence is drawn to look identical to that of a 
Wile E. Coyote and Road Runner sketch from the famed Warner Brothers cartoons. The 
sight gags during Homer's battle with the trampoline are unmistakably 'LooneyTune-
esque' as the trampoline bounces up from the bottom of the gorge and lands on Homer's 
head, driving his body into a narrow outcrop of rock. Homer warily responds to these 
events by saying "If this were a cartoon, the cliff would break off now." His comment is 
met with silence and stillness as a fade transition changes the scene from day to night. 
However, this is a cartoon and the cliff eventually breaks off sending Homer plummeting 
to the bottom of the gorge. 
As Chris Turner states, "The Simpsons is an omnivorous consumer of comedy. 
It's not so much the end of a sequential progression as the central node of a multivalent 
ecosystem, feeding as it pleases on a wide range of comedic forms—old cartoons and 
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sitcoms, yes, but also late-night talk shows and sketch-comedy troupes" (44). Moreover, 
it is important to consider not only what types of texts are being referenced in the series, 
but also how they are being referenced and what sort of status they are given. What is 
most interesting about these intertextual references to America's cartoon favourites is that 
they are placed directly within the larger narrative structure of the episodes in which they 
occur. To clarify, The Simpsons, being a show about television and its conventions, often 
deliberately gives the viewer a glimpse of the Simpson family's television screen, which 
offers an unmediated view of what the family is watching.15 The television set, then, 
serves as a locus at which many popular television shows and formats are parodied and 
satirized.16 Therefore, one must pay careful attention to which television texts are 
referenced solely on the Simpsons' television set and which ones are incorporated into 
the narrative events of the episode. 
Disney animation, for example, is referenced through the cartoon-within-a-
cartoon, "The Itchy and Scratchy Show," which is regularly viewed by the Simpson 
children. In The Simpsons episode titled "Itchy and Scratchy: The Movie" (4.06), we 
learn that the characters Itchy and Scratchy, an anthropomorphic mouse and cat 
respectively, first appeared in a 1928 short titled "Steamboat Itchy," a parodic reference 
to Disney's Steamboat Willie, in which Mickey Mouse first appeared. Furthermore, 
recurring character Roger Meyer (Hank Azaria), the owner and creator of "The Itchy and 
15
 Many live-action sitcoms also contain scenes with the family watching television, but rarely, if ever, do 
they allow the viewer to see exactly what the family is watching; live-action sitcom sets are usually 
arranged so that the viewer can only see the back of the television set and must make inferences as to what 
the characters are watching based on dialogue. 
16
 Though the realm of advertising is beyond the scope of this study, the Simpson family television set is 
also used to parody and satirize conventional advertising strategies. For more information on The 
Simpsons' treatment of television advertising, see: Gray, Jonathan. Watching With The Simpsons: 
Television. Parody, and Intertextualitv. New York: Routledge, 2006. 
Weinstein, David. "Of Mice and Bart: The Simpsons and the Postmodern. Postmodernism in the Cinema. 
Ed. Cristina Degli-Esposti. New York: Berghahn Books, 1998. 61-72. 
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Scratchy Show," is depicted as a Walt Disney-like figure. The fact that Disney animation 
is only referenced within the context of a children's television show, a show to which the 
children's parents are more or less oblivious, suggests that Disney's productions are to be 
considered as mere children's entertainment. In other words, television animation, at least 
in the world of The Simpsons, is given a place of prominence because it is tied into the 
plot and directly influences the lives of the characters. Parodies of classic animated 
television series, then, are less biting because they are not associated with the stream of 
'low quality' programming that appears on the Simpsons' television set. 
It is apparent that The Simpsons makes an interesting distinction between texts 
that are simply fodder for satire and those that deserve a certain amount of reverence. 
Arguably, The Simpsons reserves a special place for its animated television ancestors 
because they were texts that shared The Simpsons' aim to go beyond entertainment and 
present the viewer with alternative viewpoints. That is to say, The Simpsons and many of 
the animated television series that came both before and after it, offer commentary on 
various sources of tension and anxiety that trouble American society. Therefore, the rest 
of this chapter will be dedicated to a detailed examination of how issues surrounding 
America's status as a cultural empire are dealt with in The Simpsons and one of its 
descendants King of the Hill. 
As was mentioned earlier, Linda Hutcheon's concerns about texts that employ 
postmodern irony and metatextuality as a means of criticizing contemporary society and 
whether or not they have the ability to move past mere critique to 'offer something new,' 
need to be addressed. Do The Simpsons and King of the Hill merely critique America's 
status as an entertainment empire, or do they offer a novel vantage point that somehow 
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changes our understanding of how American cultural imperialism should be interpreted? 
As Hutcheon notes in an essay on postmodern irony: 
Far from being a distancing from commitment and feeling, postmodern 
irony can be a mode of engagement that uses (in order to abuse) the very 
possibility of distance, for it knows it is inescapably implicated in that 
which it contests. [...] Instead, it questions the very act—and authority—of 
taking a position, any position, even an oppositional one that assumes a 
discursive situation exterior to that which is being opposed. [...] This leads 
to obvious limits for irony's effectiveness as a political instrument, as we 
shall see. Irony may deconstruct fixed and single, authoritative meaning, 
but it appears to have no possibility of agency to go beyond this. (37) 
Hutcheon's argument holds true if we take a closer look at how American politics and 
institutions of authority are satirized in both The Simpsons and King of the Hill. These 
series, being American cultural products, do appear to be 'trapped' within the confines of 
the political systems they are critiquing. However, as Simone Knox suggests, a distinctly 
postmodern series like The Simpsons calls "for critical theory to allow for the existence of 
its own critical undertaking and consider the actual strategies and practices the text 
employs" (79). In other words, The Simpsons and King of the Hill present viewers with a 
somewhat daunting challenge; in order to glean any meaning from these series, viewers 
must interpret not only the cultural messages being put forth, but also the textual 
strategies that are used to create those messages. 
This task is a difficult one, because one of the strategies employed by 
postmodern texts is to veil their messages in self-conscious, hyper-reflexive images and 
Emmerton 35 
'in-jokes' that can leave the viewers feeling like there is no room for their own 
interpretations as the texts are always already engaged in self-interpretation. As Knox 
asserts: 
In these moments, the doublecodedness of the text is a site for both 
authorial inscription and interpretive reading to come together to such an 
extent that they superload and disrupt the textness of the text. These 
moments, when the dense doublecoded identity—critical and commercial, 
text and metatext, site of inscription and interpretation—require an 
analysis that can deal with the fact that The Simpsons analyzes itself first. 
In these moments, The Simpsons is a text so on the edge, that, although the 
application of (postmodern) theory (such as Hutcheon's) 'fits' the show 
and furthers a deeper understanding of its texts, The Simpsons can never 
quite be pinned down, precisely because its doublecodedness afford its 
texts the capacity to flip-flop between textual meaning and 
metacommentary. (79-80) 
Knox adeptly describes the frustrating, yet delightful, conundrum that faces anyone 
attempting to produce fruitful critical analyses of series like The Simpsons or King of the 
Hill. One must always ask herself how television series that repeatedly mock themselves 
and their medium can offer a social commentary that is useful and trustworthy. 
Perhaps stepping outside of the text and considering the complex thought 
processes in which viewers potentially engage while watching an episode of The 
Simpsons is a more fruitful exercise. Metatext does, after all, prod viewers to distance 
themselves from the text and disengage from the entertainment long enough to realize 
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that the text has been masterfully constructed to manipulate their senses and guide their 
thoughts. Arguably, an astute awareness of television's powers of manipulation is what 
can, ultimately, empower viewers; that is to say, a hegemonic system can only survive as 
long as it remains undetected by those who perpetuate it. It is important to note that both 
The Simpsons and King of the Hill have dedicated fan bases that follow the series with 
cult-like loyalty, often gathering in online forums and campus pubs to discuss and enjoy 
one another's interpretations of the latest episode. Chris Turner describes his early 
experiences watching The Simpsons in a campus pub: 
By the dawn of 1993, however, the crowds that gathered around North 
America to watch The Simpsons had come to expect each episode to be 
not just solid but full-on transcendent. By this time, The Simpsons was 
what network executives call an "appointment show"—that rare breed of 
TV program you schedule your evenings around, the kind you want to 
share with your peers. In the consummate college town of Kingston, 
Ontario, where I kept my Simpsons appointments each Thursday at 8:00, 
observance of the show verged on a religious rite [...]. (3) 
Though the use of postmodern irony may lead to painfully ambiguous messages and 
interpretations rife with doubt, the highly participatory fan cultures that surround these 
series cannot be ignored. Since the Internet, the iPod video and personal video recorders 
have made television viewing such a highly individualized exercise, series that retain the 
ability to bring fans together, and get them talking, are extremely powerful. Therefore, 
the ambiguous, 'doublecoded' messages in The Simpsons are intended to spark a dialogue 
between fans and cause people to both be aware of and discuss the 'constructed-ness' of 
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television, thus weakening its manipulative grip on society. Ultimately, this awareness 
and discussion could lead to a weakening of other hegemonic structures as well. 
Both The Simpsons and King of the Hill, for example, present a rather equivocal 
stance when it comes to American party politics. King of the Hill, for example, is a series 
about a working class family and their neighbours in the suburban town of Arlen, Texas. 
Given the setting and subject matter, one would expect this series to lampoon the ultra-
conservative, 'redneck' mentality that has come to be associated with Texas. However, 
King of the Hill's political satire is much more complex. As Booker notes, the Hills "are 
not caricatures. Neither are they racists, religious fanatics, or rednecks. [...] In this sense, 
the program challenges a number of negative stereotypes about conservative 
suburbanites, though the program does sometimes oppose the Hills to stereotypical 
versions of outsiders, typically Northerners, Californians, or intellectuals" (74). In other 
words, it is often the more liberal minded Americans that come under attack in this series. 
However, it would be a mistake to assume that the series takes a firmly Republican 
stance. In the episode titled "The Perils of Polling" (5.01), the usually staunch 
Republican, Hank Hill (Mike Judge) gets the opportunity to meet presidential candidate 
George W. Bush at a rally. Hank is thrilled to meet Bush until he discovers that the 
politician he so admires has a limp handshake, which causes Hank to lose faith in Bush's 
ability to lead the country. Therefore, though many of the show's main characters are 
portrayed as right-wing sympathizers, the series does not wholeheartedly endorse a 
Republican agenda. The Republican Party is shown to be just another institution of 
authority that does not live up to people's expectations. Furthermore, Hank's 
conservative, 'down-home' values are often shown to hinder his ability to connect with 
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his son, Bobby, who is much more liberal in his thinking. Hence, the series tends to 
emphasize the conflicts that arise when conservatives and liberals interact with one 
another rather than suggesting that one side is superior to the other. 
A recent article in The New York Times Magazine asserts that "[King of the 
HUPs] central theme has always been transformation - economic, demographic and 
cultural" (Bai). Rather than simply basing its humour on the narrow-minded antics of an 
ignorant 'redneck,' King of the Hill depicts the struggles of a loveable 'everyman' as he 
is forced to adjust to a rapidly changing world, one that often assaults his core values. 
The article continues: 
As Arlen becomes more built up and more diverse, however, Hank finds 
himself struggling to adapt to new phenomena: art galleries and yoga 
studios, latte-sipping parents who ask their kids to call them by their first 
names and encourage them to drink responsibly. The show gently pokes 
fun at liberal and conservative stereotypes, but the real point is not to 
eviscerate so much as to watch Hank struggle mightily to adapt to a world 
of political correctness and moral ambiguity. (Bai) 
Indeed, it is important to note that many of the liberals and 'outsiders' that Hank 
confronts and challenges are cast in a negative light. Hank's neighbour Kahn (Toby 
Huss), in particular, is repeatedly depicted as a crass and narrow-minded jerk. 
Furthermore, Hank wants it to be known that his dislike for Kahn is based on individual 
personality traits and has nothing to do with ethnicity. In one of the series' most poignant 
moments, in the episode "Westie Side Story" (1.07), Hank responds to Peggy's insistence 
that refusing to attend Kahn's barbecue will be perceived as a racist gesture with the 
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question: "What the hell kind of country is this where I can only hate a man if he's 
white?" Clearly, the show's subversive content is not always buried in equivocal layers of 
postmodern irony; sometimes, Hank's struggles and frustrations are presented as a more 
blatant attack on the personal limitations that result from the obsession with political 
correctness and self censorship. 
A similar strategy is apparent in the ways in which The Simpsons deals with 
political issues. Leaders from both political parties have been portrayed in a less than 
flattering manner in various episodes. For example, George Bush Sr. appears in the 
episode "Two Bad Neighbors" (7.13), in which he and his wife Barbara move in to a 
house across the street from the Simpson family. A feud soon develops between Bush 
and Homer after Bush spanks Homer's wise-cracking son, Bart (Nancy Cartwright). 
Clearly, Homer feels as though Bush's right-wing ideology is encroaching on his 
freedom as he rails against Bush for "[stealing] my right to raise a disobedient, smart-
alecky son." Though Republican ideology is under attack in this episode, Democrat Bill 
Clinton has also made a couple of comical appearances on the series, including a scene 
from the episode "Homer to the Max" (10.13) where he tells Marge (Julie Kavner) that he 
spends most of his time in a shed behind the White House and that he has been known to 
have sex with pigs. Though The Simpsons appears to espouse the liberal agenda of the 
Democratic Party, the party, as an institution, and its leaders are mocked and viewed with 
as much suspicion as the Republicans. 
So, as Linda Hutcheon asserted, the irony and satire utilized by The Simpsons and 
King of the Hill results in a constant oscillation between party lines and a refusal to 
unequivocally choose one party as being right and just. This refusal supports the notion 
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that "conflicting meanings reside within the same program and facilitate the viewing 
pleasure of a broad range of individuals" (Butler 10). Certainly, these particular animated 
series are subject to the same commercial pressures as any other series broadcast on a 
major network. However, commercial success is not the only factor that comes into play 
here. Ultimately, these series demonstrate a mistrust of authority, regardless of what form 
it may take. As Carl Rhodes points out, "[the] Simpson family is not represented as social 
leaders but is rather shown as working-class people and their experiences of 
subordination" (377). Hence, The Simpsons, and this applies to King of the Hill as well, 
remain trapped within the very political systems they mock because the nuclear families 
they portray are likewise trapped. Paul Wells describes this process as follows: 
[The] Simpson family cannot escape the limits of their cultural 
conditioning, and this is used both to exemplify the 'wit' of Groening et al 
in exposing the illusion of stability and contentment in relation to an 
assumed ideological orthodoxy within consumer capitalism and to 
illustrate this through the intrinsic flux of the animated image and the 
confluence of often conflicting and random cultural resources mobilized to 
create its text. {Animation and America 97-98) 
Therefore, the refusal to choose sides is not merely a symptom of postmodern irony's 
ineffectuality as a tool of political subversion. Rather, the apparent political 'fence-
sitting' of The Simpsons and King of the Hill can be viewed as a register of dissatisfaction 
among individuals who feel pressured to 'take sides' in a political system that does not 
offer much in the way of choice. That is to say, the 'all or nothing,' 'one extreme or the 
other' way of American life provides only an illusion of contentment, as Wells noted 
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earlier. The system is actually growing more unstable as many people, like the Simpsons 
and the Hills, find themselves searching for a 'happy medium.' What could be interpreted 
as frustrating ambiguity, for anyone attempting to pin down the political sympathies of 
these postmodern satires, is actually an ironic demonstration of America's frustration 
with the two-party system. Linda Hutcheon importantly notes that "ambiguity and irony 
are not the same thing: irony has an edge" (Irony's Edge 33). In this case, that edge is 
being used to reveal flaws in some of America's most firmly entrenched political 
ideologies. 
Paul Cantor claims that "The Simpsons, like most of what comes out of 
Hollywood, is pro-Democrat and anti-Republican" (735). However, attempting to figure 
out where The Simpsons fits into America's bipartisan political system will not provide 
the most fruitful analysis of the series' political messages. Rather, Cantor describes The 
Simpsons' depiction of American political culture as follows: 
The show broaches the question of politics through the question of the 
family, and this in itself is a political statement. By dealing centrally with 
the family, The Simpsons takes up real human issues everybody can 
recognize and thus ends up in many respects less 'cartoonish' than other 
television programs. [...] Above all, the show has created a believable 
human community: Springfield, USA. The Simpsons shows the family as 
part of a larger community and in effect affirms the kind of community 
that can sustain the family. (735) 
Unlike many other family sitcoms, The Simpsons, as well as King of the Hill, regularly 
depicts the nuclear family interacting with a large cast of secondary characters 
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representing the larger community of which the family is a part. Actually, both series 
have dedicated entire episodes to exploring the lives of these secondary characters and 
how they impact various members of the nuclear family. As Gray notes, "The Simpsons 
can go anywhere, add any number of characters, or create any effect without the hassle of 
building sets, hiring new actors, or contracting a CGI (computer-generated imagery) 
studio. This gives the writers considerable freedom to set up shop on any generic site 
with great ease and no economic burden" (66-67). Since animated sitcoms are not 
bounded by a limited number of studio sets and do not have to work with a studio 
audience, there is plenty of room to experiment with locations outside of the nuclear 
family home. 
In addition to extending their satirical reach to include community as well as 
family, The Simpsons and King of the Hill have both explored the narrative and comedic 
possibilities of sending the nuclear family to foreign countries, where it interacts with 
foreign cultures in a number of interesting ways. In this context, the "global content of 
the family framework is joined by the increasing importance of television's 'fringe 
genres' as channels for subversive social discourse. [...] Here, again, the allegorical 
dimension of the characters which portray society is stressed" (Kohn 106). The nuclear 
family, then, becomes an allegorical tool which, in terms of representation, goes well 
beyond the individual family members and their roles within the family unit. The family, 
in these series, represents 'America' and the family's behaviour while visiting foreign 
lands is a microcosm of American foreign relations. Moreover, the family's behaviour 
and interactions within their home community are a microcosm of larger sociopolitical 
forces taking place within the United States. It is important to note that both The 
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Simpsons and King of the Hill portray immigrant characters living in the United States 
and spend a great deal of time expounding the implications of cross-cultural interactions 
and conflicts that take place between American-born characters and their immigrant 
friends and neighbours. 
What The Simpsons and King of the Hill share, in this regard, is an 
acknowledgement of America's status as an empire. That is to say, by including settings 
and actions taking place outside of the domestic sphere, these series engage in a 
sociopolitical discourse that extends beyond domestic political issues. As Amy Kaplan 
suggests, "[foregrounding] imperialism in the study of American cultures shows how 
putatively domestic conflicts are not simply contained at home but how they both emerge 
in response to international struggles and spill over national boundaries to be reenacted, 
challenged, or transformed" (16). Kaplan's comment is particularly pertinent given that 
both series use their freedom to experiment with plot and setting as a means of 
demonstrating how America's internal struggles are mirrored in its actions on the 
international scene. Kaplan goes on to say that "the domestic and the foreign have long 
met on 'the Frontier,' a major conceptual site in American studies, which has undergone 
revision from the vacant space of the wilderness to a bloody battlefield of conflict and 
conquest, and more recently to a site of contacts, encounters, and collisions that produce 
new hybrid cultures" (16). The 'Frontier' is continually depicted as a site of cultural 
contact in The Simpsons and King of the Hill as these series deal extensively with issues 
surrounding the processes of immigration and globalization. 
In other words, the status of borders or national boundaries is repeatedly called 
into question as both series illustrate the complex 'cultural flows' that occur when 
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characters representing different national identities come together, either within America 
or abroad. Thus, "[where] the frontier implies a model of center and periphery, which 
confront one another most often in a one-way imposition of power, the borderlands are 
seen as multidimensional and transterritorial; they not only lie at the geographic and 
political margins of national identity but as often traverse the center of the metropolis" 
(Kaplan 16). As the Simpsons and the Hills make cross-cultural contacts while traveling 
abroad, so too do they make cross-cultural contacts within their own communities. Free 
from the constraints posed by the use of studio sets, various members of the nuclear 
family venture out into the community and enter locations, or 'borderlands' that can be 
viewed as sites of cultural exchange. Rather than having the foreign 'Other' enter the 
familiar setting of the family home, where he or she is subject to the highly politicized 
forces that have governed the nuclear family in more traditional family sitcoms, the 
'Other' is encountered in spaces outside of the home, spaces where the nuclear family is 
not necessarily in a position of power. 
For example, Homer Simpson regularly visits the convenience store known as the 
'Kwik-E-Mart' which is operated by Indian immigrant Apu Nahasapeemapetilon (Hank 
Azaria). Though Apu has a profound knowledge of American culture and has 
incorporated much of this culture into his daily life, he also makes a constant effort to 
retain various aspects of his Indian heritage. In the episode "Homer the Heretic" (4.03), 
we learn that Apu keeps a statue of the Hindu god Ganesha in the back room of the 
Kwik-E-Mart and in the "The Otto Show" (3.22), Apu sells Bart a chutney-flavoured 
'squishee.' The Hill family experiences similar encounters with their Laotian neighbours, 
the Souphanousinphones. Like Apu, Kahn Souphanousinphone (Toby Huss) has adopted 
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a largely American lifestyle but he and his family continue to practice Buddhism and the 
Hills are introduced to this practice in the episode "Won't You Pimai Neighbor?" (4.18)17 
when a group of Buddhist monks visit Arlen and it is discovered that Bobby Hill (Pam 
Segal) is a potential lama or 'chosen one.' 
These sorts of cultural encounters also occur in various episodes where the 
nuclear family travels to foreign countries. However, these series' depictions of global 
travel also include commentary on American cultural imperialism, often interrogating the 
ways in which American cultural products are adopted and appropriated by other nations. 
Rather than suggesting that "globalization is constituted as a monolithic one-way flow 
from the west-to-the-rest" (Barker 42), The Simpsons and King of the Hill demonstrate 
that cultural flows are actually driven by "mechanisms of fragmentation, hetrogenization 
and hybridity" (Barker 41). American music and television formats, for example, are 
often shown to be transformed in order to suit a different cultural context. Therefore, 
these series challenge the notion that American cultural imperialism is absolute and that 
the spread of American cultural products, such as television series, will result in cultural 
homogenization and the disappearance of 'weaker' or more 'primitive' cultures. 
Through their experimentation with location and foreign relations, then, The 
Simpsons and King of the Hill are inevitably implicated in a complex sociopolitical 
discourse on colonialism and imperialism, one that is often avoided by many other 
American television series who do not wish to offend or alienate their viewers. Therefore, 
it is necessary to attempt to understand exactly what these animated series have to 
contribute to postcolonial discourse. Given that they are both written and produced in the 
17
 The title of this episode refers to the Pimai party that Hank's Laotian neighbours host to celebrate the 
Laotian New Year; it is also a reference to the theme song "Won't You Be My Neighbor?" from the 
popular children's television program Mister Rogers' Neighborhood (1968-2001). 
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United States, their commentary on America's dealings with foreign nations and their 
representation of the foreign 'Other' must be viewed with a certain amount of suspicion. 
In other words, it is important to consider whether or not the humour and critique of these 
series successfully deconstructs the stereotypical, misconstrued representations of foreign 
cultures that can be found elsewhere on American television. 
Ultimately, through their depictions of immigrants living within U. S. borders and 
cultural exchanges that occur when Americans travel abroad, The Simpsons and King of 
the Hill ask the viewer to consider the ways in which American culture and national 
identity are changing due to globalization. Clearly, the cultural 'melting pot' metaphor is 
no longer adequate, if it ever was adequate, to explain how immigrants are integrated into 
American society. Furthermore, the idea that American cultural exports are eliminating 
cultural diversity around the world is likewise questioned and challenged. Rather than 
reinforcing the long-held belief that America's wealth and modernity are the ideal to 
which all other nations should aspire, The Simpsons and King of the Hill suggest that 
Americans should consider how cultural products and practices from other parts of the 
world are changing life within the United States. The 'melting pot' metaphor connotes 
that processes of cultural 'fragmentation' and 'hybridity' are invisible as they 'melt' into 
a unified American identity. However, these series effectively employ the nuclear family 
and its cultural experiences to render these processes visible to the viewer. 
Though postmodern irony's suspicion of authority prevents The Simpsons and 
King of the Hill from presenting a unified message when it comes to bipartisan politics 
and the institutions that govern residents of the United States, that same suspicion allows 
these series to question America's status as a global authority. Therefore, prime-time 
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animation's strongest sociopolitical commentary stems from its ability to step outside of 
the 'nuclear living room' and represent America as part of a larger global system, a 
global system that is not necessarily dominated by any one nation when it comes to 
cultural production. It is also important to recognize that these particular series maintain 
an American animation tradition, in which production and the development of the 
animation industry reflect larger sociopolitical concerns of the time. Just as Disney's 
productions were the product of increasing industrial organization and a post-war drive to 
maintain a conservative status quo and Hanna-Barbera and Warner Brothers animation 
represented a movement towards more liberal forms of expression with the rise of 
television, The Simpsons and King of the Hill are also sociopolitical products of their 
time. That is to say, much of the animation for both series is done in South Korea, a fact 
that The Simpsons repeatedly admits through metatextual references. Furthermore, both 
series employ a large and diverse team of writers, many of whom come from different 
cultural backgrounds. Therefore, the very manner in which the shows are produced 
reinforces their message that cultural products are neither static nor 'pure.' Though these 
series are 'American' productions, they are influenced by a wide variety of cultural 
perspectives throughout the production process. 
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Chapter Two: America The Beautifully Complicated: Exploring American Culture 
and Identity in The Simpsons and King of the Hill 
As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, animation's development as an art 
form in the United States is tied to sociopolitical concerns and can be used to gauge the 
American psyche and reveal important questions and concerns that Americans have about 
the state of their nation. Currently, the United States is battling to comprehend its role as 
a wealthy, powerful nation in an increasingly global world where international relations 
can be just as important as the sociopolitical climate on the home front. As Frederick 
Buell explains, understanding how globalization has transformed American culture 
involves: 
circumspectly intertwining local and global narratives, in full awareness 
that this intertwining will not reveal the simple drama of a nation opening 
out/in upon the global. What will be revealed is a series of parallel and 
intricately interrelated transformations in local culture and the global 
system: the movement from a period of globally disseminated nationalism, 
which reinforced the construction of national identities as objects of faith 
and focuses for social organization, to a period of globalism, in which the 
stereotypical national culture has become increasingly strained, fractured, 
and demystified, and more complex and heterogeneous forms of local 
culture have been developed to negotiate the larger system. (144) 
Indeed, the United States is practicing imperialism in a world that has been rapidly re-
conceptualized over the last century. Given that there are similarities between the 
colonial enterprises of Great Britain in centuries gone by and those of the United States in 
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, it would be easy to assume that the two nations 
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share certain qualities on the home front, qualities that make them particularly well suited 
to imperialist endeavours. However, the phenomenon known as 'globalization' has added 
new levels of complexity to our understanding of terms such as 'imperialism' and 
'colonization.' Moreover, recent events in international relations have changed the way 
we think about the 'home front.' In other words, the citizens of post-9/11 America must 
contend with fears of infiltration and attack on the home front, fears that the citizens of 
Great Britain never experienced, at least not in such an open and conscious fashion. 
Harry Harootunian states: "Since 9/11, there has been a quickening of the return 
of imperialism in popular discourse and an ever increasing circulation of terms like 
'empire' in newspapers, TV talk shows, and even drama describing America's current 
global involvements" (7). America's military presence in Afghanistan and Iraq has made 
it easier than ever to label the United States as an imperialist and has raised many 
questions regarding the scope and definition of America's imperial mission. 'Empire,' for 
Great Britain was labeled as a civilizing mission. Furthermore, 
[t]he Empire, backed by military, naval and economic supremacy, became 
associated with certain beliefs. This includes the doctrine that the English 
are superior to other peoples in the world. This is often a quiet and 
unspoken assumption, but it is largely unquestioning. Secondly, there is 
the belief that the English possess special qualities as a people which 
keeps the country independent and secure. Thirdly, there is the view that 
the Englishman has a right to conquer 'barbaric peoples', a right which is 
then redefined, not as an aggressive economic imperialism, but as a 
'civilizing burden'. (Sarup 138) 
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The United States, on the other hand, is practicing imperialism amid an international 
climate that is very different from that of its imperial forebears. The globalization, 
decolonization and developing postcolonial sensitivities of the twentieth century have 
effectively rendered 'civilizing' missions taboo. Therefore, the Bush administration has 
had to develop a new vocabulary to describe its international agenda. 
Rather than speaking of spreading 'civility' and a 'superior' way of life, 
America's recent actions on the international scene have been dubbed a 'War on Terror' 
and the mission to 'civilize the savages' has been replaced (rhetorically speaking) with 
the mission to bring 'democracy' and 'freedom' to the rest of the world in order to protect 
the homeland and the American way of life from outside threats.18 In other words, the 
ideology that guided British imperialism might still be practiced by the United States, but 
the rhetoric used to describe that ideology has been altered so as not to invoke the 
brutality and religious, racial and cultural insensitivities that accompanied British 
imperialism. The problem with this notion of protection is that Americans seem uncertain 
of what it is that needs protecting. In other words, contemporary Americans do not 
necessarily possess a unified identity or list of 'special qualities' that allow them to 
confidently and unquestioningly build an empire the way that the British did centuries 
before them. Chris Turner notes: 
Even before the fires had gone out in the pile of rubble that was once the 
World Trade Center, America's leaders had carefully surveyed the 
damage. Had considered its enormous impact on everyday life. And then 
18
 Though a detailed discussion of America's attempts to democratize other parts of the world (particularly 
the Middle East) is beyond the scope of this study, it is worth noting that the efficacy of the democratizing 
mission, as well as democracy's compatibility with religions such as Islam, has been challenged by scholars 
in recent years. See: Huntington, Samuel P. The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order. 
New York: Simon & Schuster, 1996. 
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had risen as one in a brave chorus, imparting their sage advice to a shaken 
nation. The advice? Go shopping. (190) 
According to Turner, political leaders in the West have failed to provide true leadership 
in the wake of terrorism, and the average citizen is too distracted by consumer culture to 
give due thought and attention to America's status as an imperialist nation: "In the age of 
market populism, an ersatz ad slogan is apparently the most we can hope for. After all, 
Mr. Burns is the man in charge, and he's far too busy by now with war profiteering to 
offer us anything more substantial" (191). The fact that the average American citizen is 
so easily distracted from the colonial project, suggests that belief in the project is 
halfhearted at best. Hence, satirical television series like The Simpsons and King of the 
Hill have enjoyed more than a decade of success as they reflect the banal, mundane lives 
of everyday Americans, consumed by consumerism and confused when it comes to 
providing a concise, unified definition of 'the American way.' As Robert Lifton states: 
[0]ur history has included colonization and revolution, movement toward 
the western frontier, the carnage of our civil war, massive immigration, 
participation in at least five major wars outside of our territory during this 
century, and continuous technological development and social change—all 
of which have had a formidable influence on the contemporary self. For 
these historical forces not only manipulate the self from the outside but 
shape it importantly from within. (2-3) 
In other words, the United States has undergone a lot of rapid, far-reaching changes in a 
relatively short period of time. When compared to its imperial predecessors, namely 
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Britain, America has had much less time to develop its culture and identity, let alone a 
unified, commonly accepted definition of that culture and identity. 
One avenue we can use to explore potential definitions of American identity and 
American life is television. Despite a number of notable aesthetic differences between the 
two series, both The Simpsons and King of the Hill construct artistic visual 
representations of the United States of America on a weekly basis. Indeed, American 
sitcoms in general, with their varying locations and characters, offer the viewer a 'slice' 
of America and American life, employing a variety of visual and auditory techniques to 
suggest a particular location and lifestyle within the confines of the landmass known as 
the United States. For example, any given episode of Roseanne (1988-1997) begins with 
a series of establishing shots of the fictional town of Lanford, Illinois accompanied by 
upbeat harmonica music to indicate that the series is about a working-class family in the 
Mid-West. Frasier, on the other hand, (1993-2004) begins with a simple graphic 
displaying the Seattle skyline accompanied by a jazz riff to suggest a more upscale 
lifestyle in the Emerald City. Though the plots vary from week to week, the average 
sitcom is always grounded in familiar locations and scenarios that serve as a reference 
point to help the viewer make sense of the zany plots and characters and to set a given 
sitcom apart from all of its counterparts in prime-time. 
What sets animated sitcoms like The Simpsons and King of the Hill apart from the 
average live-action sitcom is that the familiar locations and scenarios are not staged in a 
Los Angeles television studio, at least not in the traditional sense. Instead, the visual 
indicators that tell the viewer what to expect regarding the location and lifestyle of the 
characters are drawn rather than staged; therefore, they are more fluid and easily altered 
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than those of a live-action sitcom. In other words, it is relatively easy to alter establishing 
shots of the Simpson family home to convey different messages about what might be 
taking place inside that home. Moreover, The Simpsons often uses this fluidity to its 
advantage in order to satirically signal to the viewer that something is amiss in the idyllic 
realm of the nuclear family home, an image so popular among American sitcoms. For 
example, it is not uncommon to see an establishing shot of the Simpson home with tire 
tracks on the front lawn and Homer's trademark pink sedan parked haphazardly in the 
driveway, indicating that Homer likely came home from Moe's tavern in a state of 
intoxication and is about to enter into some sort of conflict with his wife, Marge. 
In other words, the animated sitcom is able to present the viewer with a much 
more self-conscious representation of American life than its live-action counterparts. 
Instead of continually showing the viewer the same establishing shot of the family home, 
which in live-action sitcoms represents stability and familiarity, The Simpsons plays with 
locality and periodically alters the appearance of the nuclear family home, effectively 
mirroring conflicts and instabilities within that home. As a result, conflicts and 
instabilities within America are revealed as well. 
The relative ease with which animated series control the level of engagement with 
the physical world, and visually alter that world, is one of the key sources of their 
subversive power. Given that these shows are broadcast on a major television network, 
and are thus part of the mainstream media, it can be difficult to assess their effectiveness 
when it comes to subverting the dominant culture. As was discussed in the previous 
chapter, the series' ironic and satirical strategies are rife with contradictions that appear to 
be a refusal to take a firm political stance. Furthermore, as Vincent Brook points out, The 
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Simpsons "is both parody and homage" (176). That is to say, the show is often 
simultaneously making fun of and celebrating its American family sitcom predecessors 
and peers. How then, do these shows successfully subvert our expectations regarding the 
situations and lifestyles we have come to associate with the American family sitcom? 
Robert Sloane poses a similar question: "When Fox decided to take a chance and give 
The Simpsons a full half-hour slot, Groening had to face what every artist who has the 
chance to exhibit his/her work for a wide audience must face: how does one present an 
oppositional viewpoint and still appeal to as many people as possible" (138)? Though the 
show's writers and producers may seek to undermine the status quo, any series broadcast 
on a major network must still promise to deliver a certain number of 'eyeballs' to 
advertisers in order to remain successful, and animated sitcoms are no exception. 
However, 
[t]he number of media outlets for programming has grown significantly 
since the days of The Flintstones. No longer must shows succeed on ABC, 
NBC or CBS or be removed from television. Also, as audiences become 
more and more segmented, shows do not have to win in overall ratings to 
be successful. Instead, they must simply attract an audience that is 
marketable to advertisers, a strategy FOX has been using since its 
inception. (Hilton-Morrow and McMahan 87) 
Hence, The Simpsons and King of the Hill are broadcast on a network that does not 
immediately balk at the thought of airing controversial or countercultural material. 
Though it is owned by Rupert Murdoch and is often criticized for touting his notoriously 
conservative agenda (particularly through FOX Newscorp), FOX has carved out a niche 
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for itself as the 'go-to network' for viewers that want to watch more controversial 
programming. Shows broadcast on FOX, then, have a little more freedom to experiment 
with representations of America that are less antiseptic and idyllic than the sitcom fare 
found on other networks.19 
Indeed, both series take full advantage of that freedom by employing a number of 
comedic strategies that aim to reveal problems and tensions in American society. 
Complex representations of foreigners living in the U.S., for example, are regularly used 
to emphasize the fact America is largely a nation of immigrants. Therefore, it is difficult 
to define American culture in uncertain terms; American culture is, in essence, a 
patchwork consisting of the European cultures that founded the nation, the aboriginal 
cultures that existed before the first European settlers came and the countless other 
cultures that have been introduced as people from all over the globe come to the 'land of 
milk and honey' seeking a better life. 
Foreign characters on North American television programs are often a source of 
humour as they are commonly stereotyped and represented as 'backward' individuals 
struggling to comprehend Western culture as they attempt to fulfill their own version of 
the American Dream. The Simpsons and King of the Hill, however, aim to challenge this 
convention. Representations of Asian immigrants are particularly telling as both The 
Simpsons and King of the Hill feature characters from Eastern cultures on a regular basis. 
These series represent Asian immigrants, often thought to be a threatening and dangerous 
'Other,' in a manner that seeks to undermine popular portrayals of cultural 
misunderstanding often found on American television. Characters like Indian immigrant, 
19
 However, FOX is often quick to cancel shows that do not immediately garner a significant, marketable 
audience. For example, Joss Whedon's Firefly (2002) was cancelled after a mere eleven episodes 
(www.imdb.com). 
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Apu (Hank Azaria) of The Simpsons and Laotian immigrant, Kahn (Toby Huss) of King 
of the Hill, repeatedly overturn the audience's expectations in that the humour they 
generate actually stems from the alteration of comedic conventions surrounding foreign 
characters. Both Apu and Kahn have come to the United States to pursue the American 
Dream of economic independence and social mobility. Coming from civilizations that 
supposedly promote collectivism and privilege the well-being of the entire community 
over the aspirations of the individual, one would expect to witness humourous situations 
where these characters flounder in a highly individualistic society. However, this is not 
the case. Both of these characters demonstrate that the 'rugged individualism' commonly 
associated with the American Dream is not necessarily incompatible with a strong sense 
of community and cooperation among neighbours. In other words, the American Dream, 
as it is depicted on these shows, is inextricably linked to the suburban neighbourhood and 
an individual's ability to achieve that dream is assessed in terms of their ability to 
function within the neighbourhood. 
The Simpsons' representation of immigrants relies on what Jonathan Gray calls 
"/zyj^ er-stereotypes" (64). Gray points out that one of the many satirical strategies of The 
Simpsons is to "[round] up multiple stereotypes and \}am] them into one character or 
episode" in order to "make the process of stereotyping the target, rather than the people 
themselves" (64). Thus, the characters that make up the Simpson family, and the 
community of Springfield, all represent firmly held beliefs and ideas about culture and 
society, many of which are shown to be fallacious and absurd. This practice of 'hyper-
stereotyping' results in various comedic situations where the humour is based on surprise 
and subversion, rather than fulfillment of the viewer's expectations. In this way, a 
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number of gaps and inconsistencies regarding definitions of 'American culture' and the 
'American way' are revealed to the viewer. It is through hyper-stereotyping that the 
image of America as a 'cultural melting pot' repeatedly comes under attack in this series. 
The Simpsons' episode titled "Homer and Apu," for example, centers on Indian 
immigrant Apu and his job as a clerk at the local convenience store, the Kwik-E-Mart. 
Duncan Beard states that Apu is "[p]erhaps the most complex presentation of an 
American 'Other'/'foreigner' on The Simpsons" (282). Thus, he will be examined in 
detail here. On the series, Apu is well known for his tendency to charge outrageous prices 
for his wares and to tamper with the expiration dates of perishable items. In this particular 
episode, Apu is fired from his position after it is discovered that he knowingly sold 
expired meat to faithful customer Homer Simpson. The loss of his job is particularly 
devastating as the Kwik-E-Mart is a powerful symbol of Apu's niche within an American 
capitalist system. Indeed, when Kwik-E-Mart executives force Apu to relinquish his 
pricing gun, he forlornly reaches down and removes it from a concealed holster around 
his ankle, suggesting that the pricing gun is a 'weapon' that Apu uses to defend both a 
certain degree of economic freedom and his position in a Western, consumer-driven 
community like Springfield. 
In comparison, Laotian immigrant, Kahn of Mike Judge's King of the Hill, also 
revels in economic freedom. A systems analyst in the information technology industry, 
Kahn is extremely materialistic, obsessed with social mobility and would like nothing 
more than for his daughter Connie to attend an Ivy League school. Furthermore, Kahn 
rarely passes up an opportunity to remind his neighbour Hank that he earns a higher 
salary and owns more expensive possessions than Hank does. 
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Given that both Kahn and Apu hail from Asian countries, viewers would expect to 
find themselves laughing at situations where these characters struggle to understand 
Western social norms and codes of conduct. Indeed, both series take steps to set up those 
expectations by giving Apu and Kahn hyperbolic surnames like Nahasapeemapetilon and 
Souphanousinphone respectively. These surnames, coupled with the characters' 
somewhat exaggerated accents, are perfect examples of the 'hyper-stereotyping' 
technique. The names are over-the-top, and are intended to cause the audience to 
reevaluate its understanding of foreign cultures and languages. Character names and 
voices are constant reminders of our tendency to view immigrants in oversimplified 
terms, as well as evidence that the 'melting pot' theory is masking a number of complex 
interactions that take place during cross-cultural interactions. 
In "Homer and Apu," for example, it is delightfully surprising to see Apu leave 
his post at the Kwik-E-Mart and pay a visit to the Simpson residence in order to offer an 
apology to Homer. One of the running gags of the series is that the Kwik-E-Mart is open 
24 hours a day and that Apu rarely leaves the establishment, a hyper-stereotype referring 
to a popular belief that immigrants have an impeccable work ethic. However, in this 
episode, Apu comes to the realization that his customers are not only a source of income, 
but also fellow members of his community. Thus, community interaction plays an 
important role in this scene as Apu feels genuinely remorseful for allowing his economic 
motivations to harm Homer, whom he regards not only as a customer, but also as a 
friend. In the ensuing exchange that takes place between Homer and Apu, we are 
surprised twice more as the cultural tensions and misunderstandings, normally used to 
elicit laughter, are transformed in order to undermine popular stereotypes. 
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As Apu approaches the Simpson home, an ominous storm brews and the audience 
is led to believe that Apu's confrontation with Homer will be violent. Indeed, we are 
given a point-of-view shot as Apu slowly walks towards Homer with outstretched hands, 
appearing as though he is about to strangle Homer. However, it is soon revealed that 
Apu's gesture is actually one of apology, a tradition in his native land. When Homer 
misunderstands the gesture, we would expect Apu to become defensive and to explain the 
history and value of his traditions. These expectations, though, are promptly overturned 
when Apu quips: "You know, now that I think about it, it may be a little confusing. Many 
have died needlessly." In this scene, Apu is quick to realize how his foreign gesture 
might be perceived in a Western community; moreover, he readily adopts the notion that 
the gesture might be altogether inappropriate as a sign of apology, regardless of the 
cultural setting. 
It is equally surprising to learn that Homer, though he is 'hyper-stereotyped' as 
the self-centered, xenophobic American, possesses an uncanny understanding of Apu's 
culture. When Apu claims that he is "selling the concept of Karmic realignment," Homer 
responds, in a shockingly articulate manner, that "You can't sell that! Karma can only be 
portioned out by the cosmos." Once again, the scene is constructed in such a way that the 
viewer is expecting a certain outcome, namely that we will be presented with various 
opportunities to laugh at Apu as he attempts to explain his 'backward' customs and at 
Homer as he gives Apu a trademark blank stare of stupidity when Apu mentions 'Karmic 
realignment.' However, what we really find ourselves laughing at is our own false 
expectations and the television conventions that have helped form those expectations. For 
example, watching cultural misunderstandings play out between comical characters like 
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Fez and his American peers on the live-action sitcom That '70s Show (1998-2006) has 
led us to expect non-Western characters to make us laugh with their desperate struggle to 
blend into a Western community and for Western characters to make us laugh at their 
ignorance and inability to comprehend anything foreign. Therefore, this scene from The 
Simpsons alters the source of our laughter in order to question the validity of popular 
television conventions. 
Mike Judge's King of the Hill, though it is stylistically different from The 
Simpsons,20 also takes deliberate steps to alter the source of humour in interactions 
between Kahn and his neighbour Hank. Again, our expectations are undermined, but not 
in the same way. If The Simpsons uses 'hyper-stereotyping' to overturn popular 
misconceptions, Judge's series relies on 'hyper-individualization,' and the characters, 
rather than representing popular misconceptions, represent much of the anxiety and 
tension that American residents experience as a result of constantly being labeled by 
'Others.' In keeping with King of the HilVs focus on individuality, Kahn and his family 
are highly developed characters with distinct, somewhat unpredictable personalities. 
Moreover, "any animosity felt by the Hills toward the Souphanousinphones has nothing 
to do with the ethnicity of the latter, but simply has to do with personality clashes. If 
anything, it is the Laotians, insisting that the Hills are 'rednecks,' who are the bigots in 
this relationship" (Booker 73). Thus, stereotypes are continually undermined as the 
King of the Hill is noted for its bland, muted colours and backgrounds, and, unlike The Simpsons, it 
rarely takes advantage of animation's ability to abandon the constraints of live-action production and the 
laws of physics. King of the Hill is essentially a live-action sitcom that just happens to be animated; it is 
likely that Judge chose to animate the series following the success of his previous animated series, Beavis 
andButthead (1993-1997) and the precedent set by The Simpsons regarding animation's ability to 
successfully incorporate subversive material into a widely accepted, mainstream format. 
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viewer is bombarded with bigotry from an unexpected source. As Hilde Nelson points 
out: 
Personal identities consist of a connective tissue of narratives—some 
constant, others shifting over time—which we weave around the feature of 
our selves and our lives that matter most to us. [...] But my identity is also 
constituted by the stories other people construct around the things about 
me that seem most important to them. From neither the first- nor the third-
person perspective are the stories that constitute an identity entirely 
original; many contain stock plots and character types that are borrowed 
from narratives that circulate widely in the culture. (72) 
Nelson makes an important point about the role of 'stock' plots and characters in defining 
personal identity. Stereotypes are not simply a comedic device designed for entertainment 
value; stereotypes are real cultural constructs that people use to define themselves and 
others. Therefore, stereotypes deserve more careful consideration, especially regarding 
the role they play in defining Americans and American culture. Indeed, this careful 
consideration is arguably the most prominent satirical strategy in King of the Hill. 
M. Keith Booker states that "the show's real strength is the development of its 
characters and the relationships among them" (72). Rather than simply laughing at the 
process of stereotyping, the audience is asked to go one step further and consider the 
uncomfortable, and often disastrous, situations that arise when people allow stereotypes 
to guide their actions. Moreover, this anxiety and discomfort is not reserved solely for 
immigrants. Though Kahn and his family are important characters in the series, and their 
experiences in suburban Texas convey important messages about how immigrants have 
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contributed to American culture, Hank's experiences, with his family, friends and fellow 
Americans, play an equally important role in constructing Judge's representation of how 
stereotypes function in America. 
More like a live action sitcom in terms of aesthetics, King of the Hill does contain 
the sort of cultural misunderstandings and confrontations that viewers have come to 
expect from prime-time family sitcoms. For example, in the episode titled "Westie Side 
Story," when Kahn and his family first move to Arlen, Texas, Hank is horrified after a 
series of miscommunications lead him to believe that Kahn served dog meat at a 
neighbourhood barbecue. However, this episode also contains several scenes that 
challenge the notion that Asian characters are strange 'Others' whose presence is 
intended to frighten and confuse Western characters. This challenge is accomplished by 
way of a mutual 'Othering' that takes place between Hank and Kahn. That is to say, 
Judge's cartoon alleviates any cultural discomfort by demonstrating that Kahn is equally 
horrified and disgusted by the culture of the "crazy rednecks" that live next door. 
Throughout the series, we are shown that the idiosyncrasies of middle-class, 
suburban Texans can be just as strange and puzzling as those of Kahn and his family. 
Boomhauer's (Mike Judge) bizarre and often unintelligible dialogue, for example, is used 
to highlight the show's regional qualities and to demonstrate to the Western viewer that 
the 'cultural melting pot,' is actually a conglomerate of diverse regions. Though Hank 
and his friends marvel at Kahn's foreignness, their own accents and mannerisms are 
presented to the viewer as being equally foreign, if not more so. Hence, we find ourselves 
laughing as Kahn seems puzzled by Hank's attempt to welcome him to the 
neighbourhood and as Kahn recoils in pain from Hank's over zealous handshake. 
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Although Kahn has lived in the United States, specifically in California, for twenty years, 
Texas is like nothing he has ever seen before. 
Later in "Westie Side Story," Kahn's bewilderment is reinforced as we are taken 
inside his home and shown a private conversation between him and his wife, Minh. Kahn 
is disgusted by his neighbours' prolific use of the slang greeting 'howdy' and ironically 
exclaims, "If you want to live in my country, learn to speak English." Kahn effectively 
demonstrates that bigotry is not necessarily unique to residents of the Southern United 
States. Therefore, traditional sources of humour are altered as we laugh at Kahn's 
prejudices and use of harsh stereotypes to describe his neighbours. Rather than being 
amused by Kahn's 'backwardness,' we are surprised to find our own worldview and 
response to 'Otherness' reflected in his behaviour. While prime-time icons, like Archie 
Bunker, have taught us to laugh at our own intolerance and stereotypes reserved for other 
cultures, King of the Hill has us laughing at the process of stereotyping as it shown that 
this process may very well be a universal response to encounters with the 'Other.' 
In his book The World According to The Simpsons, Steven Keslowitz claims that 
"[w]e learn from Apu that the coexistence of traditional cultural identities alongside 
American principles of government and culture is not only a viable option but the 
preferable one" (123). According to Keslowitz, characters like Apu and Kahn, along with 
their cultural origins, contribute to, and thus change, the American Dream. Moreover, his 
claim suggests that the American Dream is somehow incomplete and that cultural 
'hybridity' is a means of improving this dream. As we have seen in these episodes, 
immigrants to the United States must learn to operate in a suburban neighbourhood, 
which indicates that community involvement is an important aspect of the American 
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Dream. Therefore, Asian immigrants are not as out of place in an individualistic, 
capitalist system as one might think. By cleverly altering conventional sources of 
humour, these animated programs provide a valuable assessment of cultural 'hybridity' 
and depict immigrants as complex individuals rather than one-dimensional stereotypes. 
Contrary to more traditional sitcoms, The Simpsons and King of the Hill, use humour as a 
means of questioning, rather than reinforcing, cultural tensions. 
In addition to presenting the viewer with complex representations of the 
individuals that make up the American population, these animated sitcoms also 
manipulate our sense of location on a larger scale, often subverting dominant cultural 
views on 'community' and 'nation.' The Simpsons, for instance, has been teasing its 
audience for nineteen seasons with its playful refusal to disclose the precise location of 
Springfield.21 In fact, a scene from the recent feature film The Simpsons Movie (2007) 
depicts Bart and Ned Flanders (Harry Shearer) hiking to a location where one can view 
all four of the states that supposedly border Springfield: Ohio, Nevada, Maine and 
Kentucky, an obvious geographical impossibility. Throughout the series, Springfield is 
portrayed as being both nowhere and everywhere at once. Some episodes, such as "The 
City of New York Vs. Homer Simpson," place Springfield on the East Coast as it is 
shown to be near the Atlantic Ocean and within a day's drive of New York City. 
However, the presence of a thriving celebrity culture, represented by characters such as 
the comedian Krusty the Clown (Dan Castellaneta) and the Schwarzenegger-like actor 
Rainier Wolfcastle (Harry Shearer), adds a West Coast element; Springfield even has its 
own version of the famed Hollywood sign, which often appears on the Springfield 
21
 Springfield was the name of the town in which Father Knows Best was set; The Simpsons' use of the 
name is potentially a reference to this important sitcom predecessor. 
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skyline. To complicate matters further, Cletus the Slack-jawed Yokel (Hank Azaria) 
represents all of the well-known stereotypes associated with the American South. When it 
comes to landscape, Springfield has everything from mountains and valleys to deserts 
and plains. This bizarre admixture of features from various regions of the United States 
has spawned a frenzied wild goose chase among fans, eager to pinpoint Springfield on 
the map. The Internet has played an important role in fostering this debate, with several 
websites, such as The Simpsons Archive (www.snpp.com), containing lengthy 
discussions of popular theories about Springfield's location. 
All of this speculation and concern about location indicate that regionalism is still 
very much alive in America: 
But where do regions come from, and what makes them seem so real? It is 
important to remember that the national compass that gives us our 
bearings, the map that defines where we stand, is itself an imaginative 
construction, an icon of nationhood. Without the nation there could be no 
regions; without the whole there could be no parts. And what makes any 
region seem distinctive is differences that only make sense in a common 
context, in competition for relative advantage and influence. (Ayers and 
Onufvii) 
It is apparent that regions are an important part of the American psyche and contribute a 
great deal to American culture and identity. The Simpsons takes advantage of regional 
sensitivities and refuses to locate Springfield in any specific region or state. However, 
there is a good reason for this refusal. By leaving Springfield's location open to 
speculation, the writers and animators have the freedom to encompass a much broader 
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range of cultural stereotypes and, thus, address a wide variety of cultural and societal 
issues that make up America as we know it. Much of The Simpsons' success can be 
attributed to its reputation for leaving 'no stone unturned' in its satire. All segments of 
American society, all classes, races, occupations and religious sects have come under 
scrutiny at some point in the series' nearly twenty year run. To identify Springfield as a 
specific community within a specific state would hamper its success and severely limit 
the range of its social commentary. Springfield is meant to represent 'Every-town USA,' 
and it is unlikely that the show's creators will ever put the search for Springfield to rest. 
King of the Hill also posits a drawn version of the United States, albeit Judge's 
series is firmly located in the fictional town of Arlen, Texas and does not taunt viewers 
with a perpetual guessing game. What is most notable about Judge's visual representation 
of America is the flat, muted style of the backgrounds. While The Simpsons uses vibrant 
colours and includes a lot of interaction between the characters and their physical 
surroundings (the town of Springfield arguably serves as an additional character in its 
own rite), King of the Hill uses very simple, understated backgrounds; the characters and 
what they have to say are the focus, and the physical environment rarely takes on a life of 
its own. Thus, Judge avoids reinforcing negative Southern stereotypes by visually placing 
the South, in a geographical sense, in a secondary role to the complex individuals who 
live there. Though it is commonly believed that "[w]hite Southerners are, until proven 
otherwise, traditional, backward, obsessed with the past, friendly, potentially violent, 
racist, and polite" (Ayers 66), these traits are carefully negotiated in King of the Hill and 
are often re-contextualized in ways that cause the viewer to reevaluate the South. 
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Just as King of the Hill aims to highlight the complexities of interactions between 
Hank and his immigrant neighbour, the series also depicts the complex relationships 
between Hank and some of his fellow Americans; many episodes have centered on 
conflicts in which Hank's Southern values are attacked by some type of 'outsider.'22 It 
goes without saying that the American South is a very distinctive region that is often 
brutally stereotyped as "television, movies, novels, roadside markers, old history books, 
and jokes tell the same basic stories about the South over and over, even when people 
know they are not true to their own experience or to the complexity of human life" 
(Ayers 62). Being a Texan himself, Judge infuses his series with references to Southern 
culture and many of the preconceived notions that viewers might have about Texas. 
However, the series does not simply use 'redneck' humour to entertain its audience. 
Though Hank and his friends speak with a Texas drawl and religiously drink Alamo beer 
after work, simple jokes about front lawns littered with car parts and women wearing 
hair-curlers in public, popularized by comedians like Jeff Foxworthy and Larry the Cable 
Guy, are noticeably absent from Judge's representation of the South. Judge's characters 
are surprisingly multidimensional and the comedic scenarios in this series require more 
thought and interpretation, on the part of the viewer, than the average Foxworthy stand-
up routine. Moreover, King of the Hill takes steps to reveal the more damaging aspects of 
'redneck' humour. 
Unlike the 'Rich Texan,' a recurring 'hyper-stereotype' on The Simpsons who 
wears a cowboy hat and boots and fires six-shooters into the air when he is excited, Hank 
22
 Hank, himself, is revealed to be an 'outsider' in the episode "Yankee Hankee" (5.10), which will be 
discussed in detail later in this chapter. 
23
 These are the types of jokes commonly found in Jeff Foxworthy's "You Might Be A Redneck" standup 
routines as well as the sketch comedy series, Blue Collar 7T (2004-present), which features Foxworthy, 
Larry the Cable Guy and other comedians from "The Blue Collar Comedy Tour" (www.imdb.com). 
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Hill represents a more delicate balance between accuracy and stereotype. This balance is 
showcased in the episode "The Company Man," in which Hank tries to secure an 
important propane deal with a 'Yankee' client from Boston. Mr. Holloway, a Bostonian 
with an unmistakable New England accent, comes to Arlen with a rigid set of 
expectations about Texans, most of which he has garnered from the television series 
Dallas (1978-1991), and even insists on calling Hank 'J. R.' When Hank's usual sales 
technique, a friendly sales pitch over apple pie, fails to impress Mr. Holloway, Hank 
resorts to a desperate attempt to pander to Holloway's definition of a 'real Texan.' Hank 
goes so far as to wear a pair of cowboy boots even though they pinch his feet, a literal 
representation of the notion that a popular Texas stereotype simply does not fit in Hank's 
case. Furthermore, Hank's friends make fun of his cowboy outfit and his wife, Peggy 
(Kathy Najimy), grows increasingly more annoyed as Hank implores her to play along as 
the cowboy's wife, insisting that she wear a cowgirl outfit to dinner with the Holloways. 
Clearly, having to adjust his persona to suit an outsider's definition of Texas culture is 
uncomfortable and insulting. Eventually, Hank gives up on the ruse and tells Mr. 
Holloway that he can buy his propane from the competition and give Hank a call when he 
finds the competitor's service to be less than satisfactory. 
Interestingly, "The Company Man" ends with Hank's son, Bobby, reading a 
school report on his father, the person he admires most, which is an assignment he 
struggles to complete throughout the episode as the facts about his father's life are 
increasingly skewed by Hank's attempts to match Holloway's vision of Texas culture: 
BOBBY: He doesn't have an oil well. He doesn't own a Cadillac, and he 
doesn't wear cowboy boots, because he's not a cowboy, and on 
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account of theysquish his toes. But the man I admire most is a 
real Texan. He is my daddy, Hank Hill. 
HANK: That's my boy! Yeah! 
BOBBY: Thank-you. Thank-you. And I want to thank my dad, especially 
for accepting me and raising me as his own, even though I was 
fathered by another man while Mr. Hank Hill was in a Mexican 
POW camp. Thank-you. 
Bobby's speech, clearly containing one of the lies Hank told Mr. Holloway, is a perfect 
example of the general message behind much of the comedy found in King of the Hill. 
Indeed, "[m]uch of the success of King of the Hill comes from its focus on such family 
moments" (Booker 72). Judge's cartoon admits that some of the stereotypes surrounding 
Texas culture may contain a grain of truth, as Hank does possess the 'down home' values 
commonly associated with the South, and the "families in Arlen buy American-made 
pickups, eat at chain restaurants, maniacally water their lawns and do their shopping at 
the huge Mega Lo Mart" (Bai). Though the Hills' friends and neighbours tend to be zany, 
more exaggerated Texans, the nuclear family, in this series, is a relatively stable and 
respectable unit that allows for a more serious evaluation of common societal concerns. 
The overall effect of these obstacles (regionalism, immigration etc.) that hinder 
and complicate attempts to define American culture is that many American individuals 
are left grasping vainly at straws when it comes to finding symbols of' American-ness' 
with which they can clearly identify. The Simpsons and King of the Hill, again, use 
humour and irony to demonstrate the flawed logic that often guides people's adherence to 
popular symbols of Americana. The Simpsons episode "Bart Vs. Australia," (6.16) has 
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Homer saluting a special toilet that has been rigged to counteract the Coriolis effect (a 
scientific phenomenon which supposedly influences the direction in which water will 
flow as it enters a drain).24 As the water in the toilet drains in the "correct, American 
way," Homer tears up and sings a few lines from "America the Beautiful." This scene is 
representative of a misguided patriotism that can be found throughout the series. That is 
to say, whenever the Simpsons visit another country, they cling to anything that is even 
remotely American, whether it has any personal meaning to them or not. When the 
Simpsons visit Japan, for example, they gravitate toward an establishment called 
"America Town" and the sign above the establishment is cluttered with a loose collection 
of popular American symbols: The Kool-Aid Man doing a conga-line with Uncle Sam, 
who is eating a bucket of chicken, and Elvis Presley, who is eating a hot dog. Scattered 
below this image are a six-shooter, a pie, a guitar and a baseball bat. By grouping these 
symbols together in such close proximity, the randomness of Americana is revealed. 
Furthermore, these particular symbols, when grouped together in this way, work together 
to create an image of violence, gluttony and greed that many viewers would find 
unappealing and offensive. Through hyper-stereotyping, then, The Simpsons reveals that 
many popular American symbols fall short when it comes to providing a sense of unity 
among America's diverse citizenry. Indeed, many Americans might want nothing to do 
with some of these symbols. 
King of the Hill also contains examples of Americana's inability to accurately 
sum up American culture and identity. In the episode "Yankee Hankee" (5.10), Hank 
discovers that he is not technically a native Texan, as he was born while his parents were 
24
 The Coriolis effect is a real scientific phenomenon in which the earth's rotation effects the movement of 
hurricanes and tropical storms, causing them to spin counterclockwise in the northern hemisphere and 
clockwise in the southern hemisphere. However, it has no real effect on toilets and drains (Bad Science). 
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on a trip to New York City. After finally dragging the truth out of his mother, Hank 
learns that he was born prematurely in the ladies room at Yankee Stadium, which 
disgusts Hank and leaves him feeling depressed. (His depression is worsened by the fact 
that his friend Dale Gribble (Johnny Hardwick) keeps sticking 'I Heart NY' bumper 
stickers on his truck.) For many Americans, Yankee Stadium is an eminent symbol of 
America's favourite pastime. However, for Hank, who takes immense pride in living in 
Texas (and is an ardent football fan), Yankee Stadium means nothing, and his identity is 
severely ruptured as a result. As Michael Chaney notes: 
The Mark of a New York heritage for a hick is absurd. Even as it marks 
Hank, allowing him the kind of sentimental epiphany that commonly 
follows such role reversals, it measures his distance from the imagined 
authentic New Yorker. The cartoon further polarizes the terms it produces, 
as New York urbanity and sophistication become a raced mark of shame 
in the world where the trailer park patriarchy ascends to a position of 
normalcy, the unmarked space from which the drama makes sense. (171) 
Though Chaney's use of terms such as 'hick' and 'trailer park patriarchy' may be a bit 
harsh, he accurately describes the identity crisis that results when Hank suddenly 
becomes detached from the Texas identity he works so hard to uphold. However, Hank's 
identity is restored when he visits The Alamo and discovers a room filled with flags 
representing the home states of everyone that defended it. When Hank finds out that one 
of The Alamo defenders was from New York and discovers a plaque that reads: "They 
25
 Hank and his friends do not live in a trailer park and they lead a middle-class, suburban lifestyle that is 
far removed from the stereotypical 'trailer trash' lifestyle often associated with the American South. The 
'trailer trash' stereotype is more commonly reflected through plotlines revolving around Hank's niece, 
Luanne (Brittany Murphy), who indeed came from a trailer park to live with Hank after her mother went to 
jail for stabbing her father with a fork. 
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were born across America, but they died Texas heroes," Hank is able to reconcile with 
the fact that he was not born in Texas. Hank takes pride in The Alamo, as an important 
symbol of Texas, and being able to make a personal connection with The Alamo 
ultimately brings a resolution to his identity crisis. 
Thus, The Simpsons and King of the Hill demonstrate that 'American culture' is 
not the same for all Americans. The experiences and connections that Americans have 
with their country are as varied as the states and regions they live in. In addition, America 
is filled with immigrants who also call themselves Americans and make contributions to 
American culture, and it is in their power to pick and choose which American symbols 
have meaning to them. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Three, 'picking and choosing' 
plays an extremely important role in determining how cultures flow and develop over 
time. 
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Chapter Three: 'Welcome to Japan folks. The local time is...tomorrow.': 
Globalization and Cultural Imperialism in The Simpsons and King 
of the Hill 
The phenomenon known as globalization has been a subject of concern for 
economists and political scientists for some time, but its influence on cultural studies is 
not as well understood. Furthermore, 'globalization' is not an easy term to define. 
However, globalization is an important consideration for cultural studies as a discipline, 
as it is becoming a prominent theme in contemporary art, television being a prime 
example. For the purposes of this chapter, globalization will be considered as "the 
proliferation of compressing and distancing mechanisms that transform our experience of 
time and space as well as of one another" (Leiwei Li 1). In other words, we are asked to 
reconsider our understanding of the superficial, arbitrary 'lines on the map' that influence 
our perceptions of foreign places and people, as well as how those lines shift and change 
as a result of technological developments and imperial conquest. 
Paramount to concerns about globalization within cultural studies is a fear of 
cultural homogenization, "for which global television is the vehicle par excellence" 
(Barker 37). However, there is much disagreement as to what sort of a world this 
supposed homogenization will produce. Barker notes that "[for] some critics the vision is 
one of western domination of global culture and the production of homogenization, or 
sameness, across the world. For other writers, the image of the globe which is forming is 
more unpredictable, chaotic and fragmented in its cultural flows" (37). What we can 
discern from Barker's comment is that some feel as though Western culture reigns 
supreme and is sometimes viewed as a beacon of sophistication and modernity to which 
all other cultures aspire. However, as will be demonstrated in an analysis of global travel 
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in the prime-time, animated series The Simpsons and King of the Hill, this is not 
necessarily the case. 
In examining episodes of these series where the nuclear family travels to foreign 
countries, this chapter will discuss the Simpsons and the Hills as colonizers and argue 
that both series aim to heighten the viewer's awareness of America's role as an empire. In 
the introduction to a collection of essays titled Cultures of United States Imperialism, 
editor Amy Kaplan states that the "study of American culture has traditionally been cut 
off from the study of foreign relations" (11) and introduces the notion that there is an 
"absence of empire from the study of American culture" and an "absence of the United 
States from the postcolonial study of imperialism" (11). This chapter will, therefore, 
examine the ways in which The Simpsons and King of the Hill attempt to fill in these 
absences and to provide commentary on America's imperialist exploits as well as its 
identity as an empire. As "the world's first postcolonial aw/neocolonial country" (Singh 
and Schmidt 5), it is important to consider America as such and examine how its actions 
in the international arena are being represented in contemporary works of art. 
Both of these series utilize a visual medium that has the ability to play with the 
concepts of 'space' and 'time' in ways that cause the viewer to question how national 
boundaries are constructed and defined. This chapter will examine how these playful 
manipulations of space and time are combined with the shows' satirical narratives in 
order to increase the American audience's awareness of the fluid nature of both culture 
and national borders in an international arena that is continually transformed by the 
forces of globalization. Furthermore, America's status as an empire and its contributions 
to globalization will also be explored in this context. By analyzing and comparing 
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episodes such as The Simpsons'' "Thirty Minutes Over Tokyo" (10.23) and King of the 
Hill's "Returning Japanese" (6.21), this chapter will demonstrate how these series take 
the complexities of globalization and present them to the audience in ways that are 
familiar and easier to interpret. Ultimately, these series aim to depict globalization as a 
force that renders the world, and our experience of it, more complex rather than one that 
destroys cultural diversity and seeks to 'Westernize' the whole world. 
It is not surprising that both series include a family foray to Japan in their 
commentaries on globalization as America, and arguably Western society as a whole, has 
a longstanding fascination with Japanese culture. Indeed, the titles of these particular 
episodes speak volumes about this fascination and the ways in which American-Japanese 
relations have developed over the last century. The Simpsons'' "Thirty Minutes Over 
Tokyo" is an obvious reference to the classic war film Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo (1944), 
which chronicles the famous Doolittle Raid of 1942. 6 Naming the episode after this 
particular film is significant in that it reminds viewers that America's relationship with 
Japan is inextricably linked to events that took place during the Second World War.27 
Since the war, the American psyche has had to simultaneously cope with the anger 
surrounding the atrocities that American soldiers suffered in Japanese POW camps and 
the guilt surrounding the A-bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. American 
One must be careful not to over-analyze Simpsons episode titles. Though a title may reference a famous 
film, novel, song etc., the narrative of the episode does not necessarily include allusions to whatever is 
referenced in the title. A good example is the episode titled "Bart of Darkness." Though the title references 
Joseph Conrad's novella, Heart of Darkness, the plot of the episode is actually a parody of Alfred 
Hitchcock's Rear Window (1954). 
27
 The reference to Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo is also significant in that the screenplay was written by 
Dalton Trumbo, who was a member of the Hollywood Ten, a group of film professionals who testified 
before the House Committee on Un-American Activities during the Cold War and were convicted and 
jailed for supposedly disseminating Communist messages in their films (www.imdb.com). Naturally, The 
Simpsons' creators would revere Trumbo and his films as they symbolize counterculture and the battle 
against censorship. 
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filmmakers have taken up this internal struggle, producing countless films that cover 
more or less every major event that took place in the Pacific Theatre of WWII from 
Sands of two Jima (1949) to Pearl Harbor (2001). Most of these films, including Thirty 
Seconds Over Tokyo, serve as morale-boosters, focusing primarily on the valour of 
America's war heroes and depicting the Japanese as an evil, often faceless, enemy. More 
recently, film legend Clint Eastwood released a pair of films, Flags of Our Fathers and 
Letters From Iwo Jima (2006) that depict the battle for Iwo Jima from the American and 
Japanese perspectives, respectively; Eastwood's films constitute a deliberate attempt to 
both honour American heroes and counteract many of the purely negative representations 
of the Japanese found in scads of other American war films. 
However, The Simpsons' "Thirty Minutes Over Tokyo" abstains from simply 
retelling America's war stories and reinforcing the stereotypical images of Japan 
commonly found in American media. Rather, The Simpsons undermines popular media 
portrayals of Japan by focusing on the first-hand experience of the Simpson family 
members as they encounter various facets of Japanese culture and even rediscover their 
own culture as it has been interpreted by the Japanese. In other words, The Simpsons 
eschews parody of popular war film conventions in this episode as war films have 
traditionally clouded the average American viewer's understanding of Japanese culture. 
Since global travel is more accessible than it was decades earlier, The Simpsons suggests 
that travel and first-hand experience are the preferable way to learn about other cultures 
as popular media are riddled with distortions and stereotypes. 
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King of the Hill's episode title "Returning Japanese" is also a significant 
reflection of America's relationship with Japan. Clearly, it is a reference to The Vapors28 
song "Turning Japanese" (1980), which is indicative of Western society's fascination 
with Japanese culture. Indeed, American television includes an ever-increasing number of 
Japanese anime (sometimes mistakenly referred to as ' Japanimation') series that are 
popular among children and adults alike. The exportation of popular television series and 
formats is not unique to the United States; American viewers may find themselves 
exposed to foreign televisual experiences as other influential nations export their cultural 
products to an American market. Ultimately, America's fascination with Japanese culture 
demonstrates a flaw in the argument that globalization is 'Westernizing' the world; 
clearly, Japan (and other countries as well) is to be regarded as an imperial power capable 
of spreading its cultural products to other countries. Hence, the United States cannot 
single-handedly homogenize the world as cultural contact with other nations will always 
allow for American culture to be infiltrated and altered by incoming cultural products. 
Both The Simpsons and King of the Hill demonstrate this infiltration in their narratives. 
When The Simpsons debuted as a series of shorts on The Tracey Ullman Show 
(1987-1990) in 1987 and then as full-length series in 1989, it was considered to be edgy 
and subversive due to its irreverent and dysfunctional portrayal of the suburban nuclear 
family. However, as the show grew in popularity, so too did the range of its social 
commentary. Given that the show is "the most writer-driven cartoon in the history of 
animation, if not the most writer-driven series that television has ever seen" (Turner 21), 
The Simpsons has frequently ventured far beyond the familial trials and tribulations 
28
 The Vapors were a British band, but as was mentioned in the introduction, America tends to absorb and 
appropriate various facets of British popular culture, particularly music. 
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depicted in most live-action sitcoms. Indeed, over the course of its nearly two decades on 
television, the show's cast has expanded to include countless other residents of 
Springfield. Moreover, Springfield itself "has also been ceaselessly transformed and 
expanded" (Turner 31). Animation, coupled with a large and diverse team of writers, has 
allowed the show to make continuous additions to its cast and setting without drastically 
increasing production costs or alienating its audience. 
Set in suburban Arlen, Texas, Mike Judge's King of the Hill, though its cast and 
settings are not as extensive as those of The Simpsons, has also explored situations 
beyond the household in its ten year run. King of the Hill has been described as being 
"more subdued than 'The Simpsons' in terms of character action and visual design" 
(Furniss 149-150). Furthermore, it is rare for this show to portray events or actions that 
could not be staged in a live-action sitcom. However, this is not to say that King of the 
Hill is limited to the trivialities of the nuclear family or nostalgic representations of 
small-town life in its satire. Although much of the action takes place in Hank Hill's back 
yard, it is difficult to ignore the significance of Grandpa Cotton Hill's frequent flashbacks 
to his exploits in the Pacific Theatre of WWII or the landmark episode, "Returning 
Japanese," in which the Hill's travel to Japan so that Cotton may seek out a former lover. 
Though they differ in aesthetic style and narrative scope, it is worth noting that 
both The Simpsons and King of the Hill employ 'limited animation,' a money-saving 
technique in which the drawings are relatively simple and the feeling of motion is created 
through the use of extensive camera movement rather than through the drawings 
themselves (Furniss 136). In her book Art In Motion, animation expert Maureen Furniss 
claims: 
Emmerton 79 
In a series about quirky, maladjusted people, the smooth, cartoony look 
of full animation could work against the content. By embracing limited 
animation, these series [The Simpsons and King of the Hill] to some 
extent mark themselves as being outside the mainstream, or representing a 
different version of life. If full animation represents the status quo, 
perhaps limited animation can be interpreted as an alternative practice, 
allowing for more effective expression of marginal points of view (making 
it a potentially subversive practice that has economic benefits as well). 
(151) 
What Furniss is suggesting is that action alone is not what makes these prime-time 
animated series subversive. The aesthetics of limited animation, namely the 'crude' and 
sometimes 'grotesque' appearance of the characters and settings lends a hand in creating 
an awareness of alternative viewpoints. Therefore, King of the HilVs more realistic 
approach is not necessarily less effective in its attempt to challenge the status quo. 
One of the many issues being challenged in The Simpsons and King of the Hill is 
America's foreign relations. The United States is often criticized for acts of political and 
economic imperialism but the degree to which it has successfully practiced cultural 
imperialism is more difficult to determine. That is to say, a close examination of episodes 
of The Simpsons and King of the Hill involving global travel reveals that American 
culture's infiltration of other nations is not absolute. Moreover, American cultural trends 
that do take hold in other nations are appropriated by the host nation in ways befitting 
that nation's culture. For example, in The Simpsons episode "Thirty Minutes Over 
Tokyo," the Simpson family end up as contestants on a sadistic Japanese game show, 
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vying for plane tickets home to Springfield. In this case, the game show format has been 
removed from its American context and altered to suit the desires and cultural 
expectations of a Japanese audience. As Albert Moran states in his article on television 
formats: 
There is a recognition that the original set of ingredients and their 
organization may have to be varied to fit production resources, channel 
image, buyer preference and so on. The original formula does not have to 
be slavishly imitated but rather serves as a general framework or guide 
within which it is possible to introduce various changes to the original 
formula. (264) 
In other words, there are opportunities for cultural variance within television formats, 
which suggests that "television is potentially a means of elaborating on the Great 
Traditions of different societies and preserving the cultural diversity that such traditions 
represent" (Kottak 15). Therefore, cultural diversity may thrive despite the fact that 
Western program formats are being exported to countries all over the world. 
After participating in several torturous events on the ironically titled "Happy 
Smile Super Challenge Family Wish Show,"29 Homer makes an attempt at cultural 
imperialism. Homer turns his attention to the Japanese studio audience and says "[game] 
shows aren't about cruelty, they're about greed and wonderful prizes like poorly built 
catamarans, but somewhere along the line you lost your way. For shame." 
29
 There is a grain of truth in The Simpsons' representation of Japanese Game shows; Japanese series such 
as Fuunl Takeshi Jo (1986-1989) and Sasuke (1997-present) feature fierce competitions in which 
contestants face a variety of intensely physical obstacle courses and must advance through a number of 
increasingly difficult stages with the hope of winning a cash prize. Failure to advance through a stage often 
results in humiliating consequences with contestants falling into pits filled with everything from water to 
whipped cream. 
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In this scene, Homer attempts to guilt the Japanese into returning the game show format 
to its original American form. However, Homer's coercive attempt is promptly 
overturned as soon as he exits the stage. Following his exit, the show's theme music 
returns and the host introduces a Canadian couple who are afraid of scorpions, followed 
by a shot of the Canadian couple, stereotypically dressed in flannel, in a tank full of 
scorpions. In other words, the Japanese take on the game show returns in full force. What 
is even more interesting is that following the shot of the Canadian couple, the camera 
quickly cuts to a shot of Homer watching the Canadian couple on a monitor backstage. 
Laughing obnoxiously, Homer exclaims "I love this show. Take that, you stupid hosers!" 
Though we must take this scene with the proverbial grain of salt, as it is a 
stereotypical representation of the desires of a Japanese audience, Homer's failed attempt 
to impose American game show standards on a Japanese audience, as well as his own 
gleeful response to the violence, provides us with a useful commentary on cultural 
imperialism. This scene suggests that the world is not necessarily in danger of becoming 
a monolithic Western super-nation devoid of cultural diversity. Rather, diversity will 
continue to flourish as nations interpret Western culture in new ways and use their own 
conventions to alter Western formats. Furthermore, Homer's response to the plight of the 
Canadian contestants is indicative of an American acceptance of said alterations. In other 
words, cultural imperialism can be viewed as a mutual exchange in which American 
culture is also transformed by changes made in other nations. 
This transformation becomes even more apparent when American characters from 
The Simpsons and King of the Hill visit other nations and recognize that popular trends in 
the United States originated in another country. For example, in "Thirty Minutes Over 
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Tokyo," one of the landmarks that Lisa points out as she surveys the city from her hotel 
room window is the Hello Kitty factory. Bobby Hill also points out a Hello Kitty store as 
he tours through Tokyo in "Returning Japanese." In this situation, Lisa and Bobby come 
to the realization that their home country is also subject to cultural imperialism as it has 
been infiltrated by Japanese cartoons. A similar point is made when Bart watches 
"Battling Seizure Robots" in his hotel room, which can be interpreted as a reference to 
the Anime phenomenon that has taken hold in North America. By visiting the country in 
which these popular cartoons originated, Lisa, Bart and Bobby experience American 
cultural trends in a new way. This novel experience is again demonstrated in "Returning 
Japanese" as Bobby plays an interactive dance game with a Japanese girl. The game itself 
and the technology involved are novel to Bobby, but the song he is dancing to is "That's 
The Way (I Like It)" by the American group KC and the Sunshine Band. Once again, 
American culture is infused with elements of Japanese culture to create an experience 
that will change the way Bobby views his own culture. 
When analyzing examples of cultural imperialism and globalization's influences 
on cultural transformations, it is important to consider global travel itself as a vehicle for 
change. That is to say, it is important to consider the idea that travelers themselves are 
changed by their experience of foreign cultures. For example, during their trip to Japan, 
Bart and Homer spend time in a Japanese prison after trying to introduce American 
wrestling techniques into a sumo wrestling match. Again, this scene depicts another 
failed attempt at American cultural imperialism. While in prison, Homer and Bart learn 
origami and flower arrangement, eat Japanese food and participate in a historical 
30
 This scene refers to the anime phenomenon; the rapid editing of certain anime series supposedly induced 
seizures in some viewers. 
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Japanese play. After being released from prison, it is discovered that Homer and Bart 
have become fluent in Japanese and they covertly speak to each other in their newly 
learned language, complete with English subtitles for the viewer. Bart and Homer discuss 
whether or not they should share the secret of inner peace with Marge and Lisa, whom 
they refer to as "foreign devils."31 
The idea posited in this scene is that Bart and Homer will leave Japan, forever 
changed by their experiences and that they will carry those changes with them to 
America, which will in turn be changed as well. Arthur Asa Berger describes this process 
of mutual exchange as follows: "Cultures are always modifying themselves as they are 
exposed to new ideas and new things. This happens in the United States, as well, where 
the Italian espresso (and other coffee drinks based on it), as interpreted by Starbucks and 
other similar coffee shops, is now becoming very popular" (96). Therefore, it would be a 
mistake to think that global tourism only impacts the places that are visited and that 
widespread Westernization is imminent. Furthermore, this scene supports the view, 
mentioned by Barker, that cultural flows are more "chaotic" and "unpredictable" than one 
might assume. 
Just as The Simpsons and King of the Hill address concerns about cultural 
imperialism and reveal the complex ebb and flow of cultural trends across national 
boundaries, so too do they reveal complex interactions between American tourists and 
local people. Duncan Beard states in his article: 
While traditional realist approaches to national identity have tended to 
view nation-states as relatively unitary actors, we now realize that there is 
31
 This scene can be viewed as an attempt to undermine the popular conception that Americans are resistant 
to learning new languages, particularly when they visit foreign countries. 
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no one notion of cultural "identity" but instead a fluid scene of plurality 
and heterogeneity produced by the act of boundary-making, itself a 
practice that divides the idea of Self from the idea of the Other [...]. The 
identity thus invoked forms the locus for further boundary making. Which 
came first historically is less important than the recognition that these 
processes occur and that they appear to be based on complex forms of 
conflict or friction. (275) 
Beard's statement about concepts of'Self and 'Other' and their relationship with 
national identity indicate that studying cultural imperialism and the movement of cultural 
trends provides an incomplete view of globalization and the ways in which it influences 
how people experience the world around them. What Beard is calling for is an 
examination of cross-cultural interactions at the level of the individual rather than at a 
national level. Also, Phillip Darby states that "[what] has been missing [in the study of 
international relations] is people outside the circles of official power; people who in some 
way are expressive of their society and carry its values into other societies and the 
international arena" (13). This examination of interactions between individuals is 
successfully carried out in The Simpsons and King of the Hill as the viewer has the 
opportunity to watch familiar and endearing characters, like Hank and Homer, engage 
with foreign characters from around the globe on a personal level. 
This interaction is demonstrated in a highly visible and physical way in King of 
the HilVs "Returning Japanese." In this particular episode, it is revealed that Hank has a 
Japanese half-brother, Junichiro, whom Cotton Hill fathered during the Second World 
War. This episode is indeed one example where King of the Hill takes full advantage of 
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animation as a medium in that human genetics are visibly manipulated to make a cultural 
statement. Junichiro stands head and shoulders above the crowds of Japanese people in 
Tokyo and his face is drawn as a carbon copy of Hank's, the only difference being that he 
has darker skin and hair. It is unlikely that this degree of similarity could be achieved in a 
live-action production. In effect, Junichiro is a visual representation of cultural 
'hybridity,' and it is through this visual manipulation that cross-cultural interaction is 
explored in this particular episode. In addition to his comedic value, Hank's 'twin' allows 
for cultural similarities and differences between America and Japan to be examined and 
commented upon in a way that is visually reinforced for the viewer. 
As this episode progresses, it is revealed that Junichiro also has a 'narrow 
urethra,' a medical condition that is referred to throughout the series as the reason why 
Hank and Peggy only have one child. It is also revealed that both Hank and Junichiro are 
assistant managers in their respective professions. The function of these striking 
similarities is twofold. First, these similarities foster a sense of familiarity between Hank 
and Junichiro, therefore, making it believable that ultraconservative, xenophobic Hank is 
able to develop a bond with a brother who comes from a radically different culture. 
Secondly, these similarities render Junichiro more familiar to the viewer as he is 
comfortably placed within some of the show's beloved running gags. Hence, a show that 
normally comments on life in suburban Texas is able to authoritatively comment on 
situations that are far removed from its usual setting. 
Of particular importance to "Returning Japanese's" commentary on cultural 
imperialism and cross-cultural conflict is its narrative structure. More specifically, there 
is one section of the plot that is entirely driven by cultural exchanges between Hank and 
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Junichiro. These exchanges occur as both brothers attempt to find Cotton Hill, who has 
gone missing, before he has the chance to spit on the Emperor of Japan. While Hank 
attempts to assertively approach people on the streets of Tokyo and inquire about the 
whereabouts of his father, Junichiro stresses the importance of Japanese politeness and 
informs Hank that "This is not Texas. Shoot off guns, pow-pow-pow, Rambo, John 
Wayne. In Japan, you do not raise voice and speak to people without proper 
introduction." After this explanation, Hank finds that people are more cooperative when 
they are approached politely. However, Japanese politeness is shown to be ineffective 
when dealing with the employees of a train station during the hunt for Cotton Hill. In this 
scene, Junichiro approaches a ticket vendor and asks if he has seen Cotton. The following 
dialogue ensues: 
HANK: Has he seen him? 
JUNICIRO: He says a question unrelated to tickets should be answered by 
information host. He is not information host. (Junichiro then 
approaches the information host at an adjoining counter and 
speaks to him in Japanese.) 
HANK: What's he saying? 
JUNICHIRO: He say ask ticket vendor. 
HANK: What the... You already did that. He sent you to the other guy. 
JUNICHIRO: Japan can sometimes be tiresome in this way. 
Becoming frustrated, Hank convinces Junichiro to tell the ticket vendor that he will "kick 
his ass," which we can only assume Junichiro does as he speaks to the ticket vendor in 
Japanese without subtitles. The ticket vendor promptly responds and points to Cotton in a 
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crowd of travelers. This type of cultural exchange continues throughout the rest of the 
episode as Hank absorbs Junichiro's politeness and Junichiro takes on Hank's more 
aggressive temperament. 
Aside from being a comical way to depict two brothers searching for their missing 
father in a crowded city, these scenes present an interesting interpretation of cultural 
imperialism and the ways in which cultural trends and codes of conduct move across 
borders when people from differing cultures come into contact with one another. Again, 
the idea that the world is becoming 'Westernized' and that cultural diversity is in peril 
seem to be refuted as Hank and Junichiro's relationship is one in which both parties learn 
from one another. By demonstrating this mutual learning at the level of the individual, 
through familiar characters, animated sitcoms like The Simpsons and King of the Hill take 
complex processes such as cultural imperialism and globalization and bring them to the 
viewer's attention in a tangible way. In other words, characters like Hank and Homer, 
who are well-known and easily identified by their firmly entrenched catchphrases and 
idiosyncrasies, make it easier for the audience to interpret the fragmented and chaotic 
'cultural flows' associated with the forces of globalization. By viewing these characters 
as they journey to other countries and witnessing the cultural exchanges in which they 
engage, the viewer can begin to understand globalization as a process in which the world 
"has come to be perceived as more and more complex, increasingly centerless, and 
featuring a multiplication of interacting parts that are increasingly fragmented and 
unstable" (Buell 10). In other words, these series propose that globalization and cultural 
imperialism result in increasing complexity rather than homogenization. 
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By nature, The Simpsons and King of the Hill are shows that question boundaries. 
The astonishing range of metatextual and intertextual references in these series, 
particularly in The Simpsons, continually reminds the viewer that the boundaries that 
contain a television series, or even a single episode of that series, are indeterminable at 
best. Jonathan Gray notes in his book that: 
[Parody] can encourage the further step of activating a renewed 
understanding of text or genre to apply to previously-read or yet-to-be-
read texts, so that the parodic effect will step beyond the text-at-hand to 
other texts, as a truly corrosive, yet truly helpful instructor of genre 
literacy. Parody can potentially shift our frame of reference, suggesting a 
new, more critically aware frame for viewing other textualities, enabling 
the parody to travel to other texts, to stay with us. (47) 
According to Gray, parody and intertextuality cause textual boundaries to shift and 
change. Furthermore, a viewer's consumption of one text will inevitably influence his/her 
reading of other texts; therefore, a television series is not neatly contained by its start and 
end times in a network's line-up. 
Indeed, there are even a few examples where the lines between The Simpsons and 
King of the Hill are cleverly blurred through intertextuality. In "Thirty Minutes Over 
Tokyo," as Moe the bartender and his patrons watch Homer's stint on the Japanese game 
show on a television set in the bar, Moe inquires, "if that's Homer, then who the hell's 
been putting beers on his tab?" Barney Gumble, dressed as Homer, responds with several 
of Homer's well-known catchphrases, followed by "that boy ain't right," which is a 
catchphrase that actually belongs to Hank Hill. Furthermore, the Hill family actually 
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makes an appearance on The Simpsons during a football game in the episode "Bart Star" 
(9.06). 
Given their playful attitude towards boundaries, The Simpsons and King of the 
Hill are prime avenues for exploring the changing perceptions of national borders as a 
result of globalization. As the Simpson family flies into Japan in "Thirty Minutes Over 
Tokyo," we are shown an establishing shot of their plane while a voice-over with a 
Japanese accent says "Welcome to Japan, folks. The local time is... tomorrow." While 
having fun with the idea that the Simpsons have passed over the International Date Line, 
this scene also serves as an indication that Japan is separated from America not only by 
borders, but also by time. Moreover, Japan is represented as existing years in the future. 
Hugo Dobson states in his article that "[during] the Simpson family's visit to Japan, they 
are repeatedly presented with a highly developed society" (53-54). This idea is 
introduced when Homer encounters a Japanese toilet that tells him "I am honoured to 
accept your waste," followed by a colourful water show in its bowl. Therefore, the United 
States is stripped of its status as a homogenizing force or 'beacon of modernity' as Japan 
is depicted as a futuristic society with superior technology. This depiction is reinforced 
when Marge says "I'd like to see the Japanese take on the club sandwich! I bet it's 
smaller and more efficient." Marge's statement demonstrates an American perception 
that Japan is a country characterized by a technical expertise and efficiency that the 
United States cannot match. 
In "Returning Japanese," there is also much confusion as to how Japan relates to 
the United States in terms of time. It is interesting to note that, just like "Thirty Minutes 
Over Tokyo," this episode uses an establishing shot of the Hills' plane as it nears Japan. 
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Once again, a voice over announces the local time; however, the announcement is more 
realistic in this case as we are told that "the local time is 7:33." What is most interesting 
about this shot is the scenery surrounding the plane. For example, the Hills' plane flies 
towards the setting sun, shown as a large red circle against a lightly coloured sky, a visual 
reference to the Japanese flag. This visual reference serves as an example of how 
animation can be used to manipulate the setting or landscape in order to reflect the 
message or events of the narrative. In this case, the reference to the Japanese flag relays a 
couple of important messages to the viewer. Firstly, the Hills, along with the viewer, are 
entering Japan armed with a litany of preconceived notions and expectations about 
Japanese culture and all that is associated with that flag. Secondly, the flag serves as a 
visual representation of a sense of nationalism that acts as a barrier between the Hills and 
Japan as their knowledge of the country is heavily influenced by Grandpa Cotton Hill's 
war stories. 
Moreover, interspersed throughout the Hills' trip, as well as the series, are scenes 
depicting Cotton's war flashbacks. Coloured in sepia-tone to connote age and authority, 
these scenes function as a means of highlighting anachronisms in the Hills' relationship 
with the residents of modem day Tokyo. These anachronisms include Peggy's 
announcement to an airport full of Japanese people that Cotton's hostility "is nothing to 
worry about" as "he is just fighting his urge to kill you." Though the Tokyo landscape is 
visually represented in this episode as futuristic, characterized by brightly coloured neon 
lights, which are a surprising departure from the muted colours normally used in this 
series, the Hills' understanding and experience of Japan is firmly rooted in the past. To 
illustrate, after Junichiro announces that he is ashamed to be a member of the Hill family, 
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Cotton flies into one of his trademark rages and re-declares war on Japan. He then sets 
out on a mission to spit on the Emperor of Japan. Clearly, Cotton is more comfortable 
with the concept of Japan as an enemy nation so he seeks out ways to re-live the days 
when Japan and America were at war. The notion that Cotton is trapped in the past is 
visually reinforced during a flashback in which the story of his relationship with a 
Japanese nurse, and Junichiro's subsequent birth, are relayed. During the flashback there 
is a shot where Cotton's lover, Michiko, is kneeling on a dock in tears as Cotton is 
shipped out to rejoin the war. Superimposed in the shot, is an image of present-day 
Cotton's face, fondly watching Michiko from above. 
Japan, in both "Thirty Minutes Over Tokyo" and "Returning Japanese," exists not 
only in a different time zone, but in a different era altogether, based on the perceptions of 
familiar American characters like the Simpsons and the Hills. However, these animated 
series question other boundaries in addition to the time barrier. In an article discussing 
animation's treatment of 'space' and 'place,' Aylish Wood states: "Central to giving 
space experiential meaning is animation's ability to transfer [...] character encounters to 
viewers, allowing them to also find themselves caught between their expectations and the 
images that resolve on screen (135). Wood's statement is applicable to both "Thirty 
Minutes Over Tokyo" and "Returning Japanese" as both episodes include examples in 
which unique experiences of space are transferred to the viewer through humour. For 
example, both the Simpsons and the Hills have comical encounters with the sliding paper 
doors found in Japanese buildings. Homer simply crashes right through the doors without 
bothering to slide them open, as does Cotton Hill during a temper tantrum. These actions 
can be considered as visual evidence of a disregard for borders, which supports the claim 
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that globalization is 'shrinking' the globe and altering the way people experience the 
world and conceptualize national borders. Similarly, the Hills spend their entire vacation 
living in the cramped sitting room of their hotel suite, failing to recognize that what they 
think is a wall is actually a sliding door leading to a lavish suite with many rooms. This 
mishap occurs largely due to Peggy's preconceived notion that it is customary for 
families in Japan to live in cramped quarters. Therefore, the Hills do not question the size 
of the room and do not realize their error until Junichiro draws their attention to it at the 
end of the episode. 
Ultimately, animation's ability to play with space and re-conceptualize borders is 
a means of visually expressing American anxieties about cultural imperialism and the 
consumption of space. In other words, the unpredictable flows of cultural trends across 
national borders and changes in the way borders are perceived, due to globalization, have 
generated uncertainty regarding how much control a nation can exercise over which parts 
of its culture are exported to other nations, as well as how those parts are interpreted and 
used after exportation. This uncertainty is addressed in "Thirty Minutes Over Tokyo" as 
the Simpsons dine at a restaurant called "America Town." In this scene, the Simpson 
family is seated at one of fifty tables, each shaped like a different American state, and 
served by a Japanese waiter wearing a cowboy hat. Exasperated with her family's 
decision to eat at "America Town" rather than experience Japanese culture, Lisa asks the 
waiter: "Don't you serve anything that's even remotely Japanese?" To this question the 
waiter replies: "Don't ask me; I don't know anything! I'm product of American education 
system. I also build poor-quality cars and inferior-style electronics." The waiter's 
comments demonstrate that Japan is not entirely submissive when faced with American 
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cultural imperialism. Rather, Japan takes certain liberties regarding which aspects of 
American culture it chooses to include in "America Town" and chooses to mock those 
aspects rather than accept them at face value. Therefore, America experiences a loss of 
control as it is faced with a Japanese re-interpretation of American culture. A similar loss 
of control is depicted in "Returning Japanese" when Junichiro mocks Hank by 
condemning American pop-culture icons like Rambo and John Wayne. 
Furthermore, these scenes reveal that cultural imperialism is not one sided 
because Americans find themselves consuming their own culture while visiting other 
nations. That is to say, other nations are 're-packaging' American culture and selling it to 
American tourists for a profit. Just as the Simpsons gravitate towards "American Town" 
during their Japanese vacation, Peggy Hill's first stop on her tour of Tokyo is the Disney 
Store. The store, as well as selling American culture to the Japanese, sells American 
culture back to Americans on vacation. In his book Tourism In Global Society, Kevin 
Meethan states: 
Globalization [...] is not merely the sum of international or transnational 
connections between places, but rather implies a different order of 
relationships structured across space and time. [...] The new urban 
aesthetic often involves the incorporation of commodified symbolic forms 
of other cultures while tourism itself involves at some level the 
commodification of places and, of course, the large-scale movement of 
people across national boundaries. (34) 
Therefore, the presence of American culture and American companies in other nations 
does not necessarily mean that American culture is 'wiping out' all other cultures or that 
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the world is being homogenized due to cultural imperialism. In other words, a nation's 
decision to participate in certain American cultural trends can be viewed as a strategic 
move, one that is necessary to remain competitive in a growing tourist trade. As we have 
seen in The Simpsons and King of the Hill, this strategy is not always enacted at the 
expense of local culture. 
The ability to travel great distances in a relatively short period of time is changing 
the way we experience the world, allowing for an ever-increasing number of cross-
cultural interactions, and the same can be said of television. As John Urry notes, "[the] 
modern subject is a subject on the move" (141) and television facilitates this need for 
movement by generating opportunities for the 'armchair traveler' to experience cross-
cultural interaction while living vicariously through familiar characters on popular series. 
Moreover, viewers have access to an increasing number of channels, which allow them to 
view programs from all over the globe. Before condemning television as a homogenizing 
force, then, it is important to consider certain aspects of the televisual experience that 
allow cultural diversity to flourish. As was demonstrated in the analysis of The Simpsons' 
"Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo" and King of the HilFs "Returning Japanese," American 
culture is rarely, if ever, accepted by other nations without question. Rather, it is common 
to find American trends being interpreted and appropriated by other nations in exciting 
ways. Therefore, as Ulf Hannerz states, "contemporary interconnectedness in the world is 
really too complicated and diverse to be either condemned or applauded as a whole. 
Different aspects of it may quite justifiably draw different responses - detached analysis 
sometimes, a sense of wonder over its intricacies at other times, not always a rush to 
moral judgment" (6). 
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Hannerz's statement is a good way to describe how issues surrounding 
globalization are approached in The Simpsons and King of the Hill. These series, rather 
than "condemning" or "applauding" globalization, aim to convey to their viewers that the 
world is changing and that an awareness of this change is important. Rather than taking a 
firm stance on the subject, these series aim to illicit multiple responses from their 
viewers, hence revealing the underlying complexities of the situation. Moreover, it is 
somewhat naive to think that one culture is capable of dominating all others bringing an 
end to cultural diversity. However, it is also naive to think that globalization's effects on 
cultural diversity are entirely positive. Anthony Smith states: "Eclectic, universal, 
timeless and technical, a global culture is seen as pre-eminently a 'constructed' culture, 
the final and most imposing of a whole series of human constructs in the era of human 
liberation and mastery over nature" (177). Smith's use of the word 'human' is of 
particular importance as it draws attention to the fact that globalization and global culture 
are driven by all humans and not by any one group of humans. Therefore, global culture 
will always be a complex pastiche of all cultures. Instead of accusing nations of cultural 
imperialism and attempting to predict which cultures will dominate, perhaps we should 
focus our attention on the new forms of culture that are generated when cultural trends 
are combined through cross-cultural interaction. 
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Conclusion: Where Will Animation Take Us Next? 
The Simpsons is currently in its nineteenth season, and as of this writing, the 
show's creators have not dropped any hints as to when we can expect to see a series 
finale. Many viewers, however, feel that the show has lost its satiric edge, and one has to 
wonder what The Simpsons could possibly have left to attack after over 400 episodes. 
Indeed, recent episodes of the series have begun to focus on many of the series' lesser-
known characters and much of the biting, true-to-life satire that made the show appealing 
in its earlier years has been abandoned in favour of increasingly zany and improbable 
plotlines. Chris Turner divides the series' run into three ages, which he refers to as 'The 
Early Days' (Seasons 1-3), 'The Golden Age' (Seasons 4-8), and 'The Long Plateau' 
(Season 9-present); he argues that the show reached the pinnacle of comedic and satirical 
perfection during its 'Golden Age' and that the seasons that comprise the 'Long Plateau,' 
though still funny and relevant, do not exhibit that same level of comedic genius (37-44). 
However, the series made a valiant effort to win back some of its prior acclaim 
when, after nearly two decades of appearing on our television sets in the half-hour sitcom 
format, The Simpsons transitioned to the cinema as a full length feature film, released in 
July 2007. The Simpsons Movie, which tackles growing concerns about the environment, 
uses many of the same satiric strategies and 'gags' that make the television series so 
popular, albeit the myriad of metatextual references normally used to subvert popular 
television/sitcom conventions are used, instead, to attack popular film conventions. 
Brutally honest in its depiction of America's struggle with pollution (Homer effectively 
turns Springfield into a biohazard when he dumps a silo filled with pig excrement into the 
already polluted Lake Springfield) and the government's attempts to enact environmental 
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policies that are both realistic and effective (a clueless President Schwarzenegger (Harry 
Shearer) blindly accepts the Environmental Protection Agency's plan to seal Springfield 
under a massive dome to halt the spread of its pollution), The Simpsons Movie 
demonstrates that as long as there are pressing issues that lead to conflict in America, The 
Simpsons is ready and willing to satirize them. 
King of the Hill, currently in its twelfth season, also shows no signs of slowing 
down, though its position has always been more precarious than that of The Simpsons as 
FOX has been buying fewer episodes of the series and continually threatens to replace it 
with yet another reality show; Matt Bai laments that "[t]his is odd: after all, there is more 
reality about American life in five minutes of 'King of the Hill' than in a full season of 
watching Paris Hilton prance around a farm in high heels" (Bai). However, the show's 
ratings remain strong, and there is no definite end in sight. 
Whatever one's feelings about the current quality of these series may be, they 
have undeniably changed the way people view animation and have made important 
contributions to television as a medium. With animation, casting complications and 
expensive location shoots are not an issue, and The Simpsons and King of the Hill take 
full advantage of the creative freedom afforded when story lines are only limited by what 
writers can imagine and what animators can draw. Furthermore, it can be argued that this 
creative freedom is a contributing factor to the longevity of these series. Because it is so 
easy to depict the larger community, of which the nuclear family is a part, and because 
having the nuclear family jet off to a foreign country32 does not impact production costs, 
animated sitcoms do not exhaust their story options as quickly as their live-action 
32
 Live-action sitcoms do occasionally include episodes where the characters travel to a foreign country; 
Friends, for example, traveled to England in the two-part episode "The One With Ross' Wedding" (4.23-
4.24), but these instances are rare due to the high cost of travel and location shooting. 
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counterparts. Another constraint that often spells the end for live-action sitcoms is aging; 
many live-action sitcoms lose their appeal when the cute, mischievous children come of 
age. Because Bart and Lisa Simpson have been ten and eight years old respectively for 
nearly 20 years, they have maintained their childish charm and the series has been able to 
continue its exploration of the nuclear family unimpeded by growth spurts and teenage 
angst.33 
With their cultural and social commentary spanning decades, the animated 
sitcoms explored in this study have moved beyond television to become cultural 
institutions. The Simpsons, in particular, has developed a large cult following with 
dedicated fans that quote Homer Simpson at every opportunity and spend their hard-
earned cash on the plethora of Simpsons merchandise that is available.34 Such longevity 
and success raises the question: What can future series in this genre contribute that The 
Simpsons and King of the Hill have not already accomplished? As was noted in the 
introduction, series such as South Park and Family Guy are pushing the envelope with 
extreme profanity and characters that offer new perspectives on many of the cultural and 
societal issues lampooned in their predecessors. However, the younger generation that is 
masterminding this most recent crop of animated sitcoms is not completely immune to 
the frustration inherent in trying to produce original plotlines that have not already been 
explored by a long-running series like The Simpsons. 
Often making reference to its cartoon ancestors (Looney Tunes, The Simpsons 
etc.), South Park demonstrates an acute awareness of its place in America's animation 
33
 The Simpsons often includes metatextual gags referring to the fact that the Simpson children never age; 
in "The Last Temptation of Krust" (9.15), Marge assures Bart and Lisa that they will grow into the oversize 
shoes she purchased for them by telling them that they "are both way overdue for a spurt." 
34
 Dedicated fans can purchase everything from video games, to clothing, to bottle openers and pizza 
cutters with Homer Simpson's face on them. 
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tradition and its relationship with The Simpsons. To illustrate, the episode "Simpsons 
Already Did It" (6.07) "both acknowledges an important predecessor and mimics the 
style of that predecessor, addressing the frustration of Parker and Stone that so many of 
the ideas they have come up with over the years turn out already to have been used on 
The Simpsons" (Booker 149). In this episode, the perpetually bullied Butters (Matt Stone) 
transforms into the supervillain, Professor Chaos, in order to enact revenge on everyone 
who has picked on him. However, his plans are continually thwarted as he discovers that 
all of his evil plots have already taken place on The Simpsons. Eventually, Butters 
"comes to the very postmodern conclusion (as, presumably do Parker and Stone) that he 
need not worry about being scooped by The Simpsons, because at this point every idea 
has already been used somewhere and that the best we can hope for is to create inventive 
pastiches of our predecessors" (Booker 149). Indeed, South Park strikes an inventive 
balance between borrowing satirical strategies from series like The Simpsons and re-
contextualizing those strategies to leave viewers with something new, namely a new way 
to look at the same old conflicts within American society. 
Family Guy, on the other hand, frequently demonstrates an outright refusal to bow 
down to its animated forebears. Parker and Stone's homage to The Simpsons is playful, 
and its resolution creates the impression that Parker and Stone have made peace with the 
fact that their work must exist alongside, and continually be compared to, The Simpsons. 
However, Family Guy's relationship with The Simpsons is best described as a feud. 
Although Family Guy contains several intertextual references to The Simpsons, these 
references are not the same kind of playful homage found in South Park; Family Guy 
repeatedly references The Simpsons with defiance, sometimes going to the extremes of 
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obscene violence. In a bold move at the beginning of the Family Guy episode titled 
"PTV" (4.14), baby Stewie Griffin (Seth MacFarlane) rides his tricycle through a series 
of scenes replicating a variety of shots from many well known films, television series and 
video games. The sequence ends with Stewie riding towards Homer Simpson, mimicking 
the opening sequence of The Simpsons in which Marge nearly runs over Homer with her 
car, and rams him up against the back wall of the Griffins' garage. Peter Griffin (Seth 
MacFarlane) then opens the garage door, looks down (supposedly at Homer lying on the 
floor) and says: "Who the hell is that?" Furthermore, an episode from the current season, 
"Movin' On Out (Brian's Song)," (6.02) contained a fake advertisement for an upcoming 
episode of The Simpsons at the bottom of the screen (mocking both The Simpsons and the 
fact that television networks often visually disrupt their broadcasts with advertisements 
for other shows) in which Quagmire (Seth MacFarlane) sexually assaults Marge 
Simpson. The ad then transitions into a shot of the Simpson family home and we discover 
that Marge had sex with Quagmire and liked it. Next, we hear poorly impersonated 
voices representing the rest of the Simpson family as they barge in on Quagmire and 
Marge. The discovery is then followed by gunshots as Quagmire shoots each member of 
the Simpson family, including baby Maggie.35 However, The Simpsons has retaliated: an 
episode titled "The Italian Bob" (17.08) features an Italian-English dictionary with a 
picture of Peter Griffin next to the words 'el plagiarismo' and a picture of American 
Dad's, Stan Smith (Seth MacFarlane), next to the words 'el plagiarismo de plagiarismo.' 
It is rumoured that the feud between Family Guy and The Simpsons was initially sparked 
when The Simpsons' creators accused Family Guy writers of stealing their gags. 
35
 Interestingly enough, this sequence was too much for the American censors and only appeared during the 
Canadian broadcast of the episode. 
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Besides adding their own unique perspectives to the animated sitcom genre, series 
like South Park and Family Guy have removed all doubt that animation can be a purely 
adult form of entertainment, and their success, along with the proliferation of cable 
networks, has led to the creation of even raunchier programs that air after prime-time. 
Series like Drawn Together (2004-present), Stripperella (2003), Hopeless Pictures 
(2005) and Tripping the Rift (2004-present)36 are taking advantage of the opportunities 
created by South Park and Family Guy and are pushing the boundaries of what is 
acceptable on television even farther. 
Given that there are notable generational differences between the animated 
programs created by the Baby Boomers and the newer shows produced by members of 
Generation X, one has to wonder what sort of exciting changes will take place when 
America's animation tradition is passed on to members of Generation Y (usually defined 
as those born from the mid-1980s to the present). What is unique about Generation Y, at 
least regarding television, is that those born in the mid-1980s (including the author of this 
study) have spent their entire lives steeped in postmodernism, with its self-conscious, 
self-deprecating humour and doublecoded irony. While the Baby Boomers were the first 
generation to grow up with television, completely unaware of what the world was like 
without it, Generation Y is the first generation to grow up with Homer Simpson, 
completely unaware of what life was like before 'D'oh' became a legitimate term 
included in the Oxford English Dictionary. In other words, Generation Y takes 
postmodern irony for granted; self-referential series have become a fixture on American 
television and are not the shocking novelty that they once were. What will post-
36
 Tripping the Rift is a spin-off of an internet cartoon, which indicates that raunchy programs like South 
Park have made it possible for even raunchier series, which were previously only acceptable for internet 
broadcast, to be broadcast on television. 
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postmodernism look like? All we can do is wait and see what shape animation, and 
television, will take when this generation starts pitching its ideas to network executives. 
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